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ABSTRACT
Fitzpatrick, Heather Leigh. Opportunities to Learn the General Education Curriculum: Literacy
Instruction for Students with Significant Support Needs in Inclusive Settings. Published
Doctor of Special Education dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2022.
Students with significant support needs (SSN) have often been denied the breadth and
depth of literacy instruction compared to their nondisabled peers. However, exposure to
academic literacy increases when students with SSN are educated with their peers without
disabilities within inclusive settings. While exposure is the first step to accessing grade level
content, it does not necessarily mean that students with SSN will have the same opportunities to
learn (OTL). Students with SSN require additional adaptions and supports to learn and make
progress in the general education setting. Conversely, these supports are not always provided or
used effectively to meet individual needs.
The purpose of this study was to understand how students with SSN were provided
opportunities to learn literacy within inclusive settings through the incorporation of universal
design for learning (UDL), individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded
individual education plan (IEP) goals. Utilizing previously collected data from a federally funded
grant, Factors Contributing to Academic, Social/communication, and Behavioral Outcomes for
Elementary Students with the Most Significant Cognitive Disabilities, this study used a multicase methodology to examine five students with SSN. All students selected for this study spent
the majority of their time in the general education classroom for academic and non-academic
activities (i.e., 80% or more of the school day and were represented in natural proportions with
approximately no more than 1% of total school enrollees being students with SSN). Students
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represented different levels of literacy knowledge ranging from a student who did not read print
to a student reading up to a third grade level. Each student presented with different modes of
communication (e.g., eye-gaze, use of voice generating communication devices, verbal speech,
etc.). These participants were selected through purposeful maximal sampling to provide a richer
understanding of the commonalities and differences across cases related to OTL literacy content
and instruction.
Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis, first at the
within-case level followed by a cross-case analysis. Commonalities and difference in support
related to student level opportunities to learn (UDL, individual adaptations, communication
supports, and embedded IEP goals) were evident across cases. However, early in the analysis it
was clear that classroom level components to OTL (i.e., instruction by the general education
teacher, classroom materials, and alternate grouping formats) were also essential for students
with SSN to have access to literacy content commensurate with their peers. Therefore, the
themes identified for literacy content provided to students with significant support needs when
educated in the general education setting related primarily to classroom level OTL. Three themes
were apparent and included access to the classroom curriculum, instruction or activities
providing literacy OTL and the attributes facilitating or acting as barriers to students with SSN
and their opportunities to learn literacy content included two themes: student level access to OTL
across observations and mediators and moderators for participation.
Findings from this study identified the need to increase student level supports including
access to UDL, individual adaptions, communication supports, and embedded IEP goals into
literacy instruction for students with SSN as they learn the general education curriculum with
their same age peers. Students with SSN, when provided these supports, have more
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opportunities to be active participants’ in literacy learning activities. Findings also show the
importance of presuming competence and not basing access to supports or opportunities to learn
on discrepancy of literacy level or skills. All students should be provided OTL literacy based on
the general education curriculum, with high expectations regardless of literacy level.
Keywords: students with significant support needs, opportunities to learn, literacy,
inclusive education
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004) is the federal mandate in the
United States, mandating that all students with disabilities be provided a free appropriate public
education in the least restrictive environment tailored to meet the child’s specific individual
needs. Furthermore, the law stipulates all students with a disability be provided high expectations
and access to the general education curriculum within general education settings to the maximum
extent appropriate. The Supreme Court furthered the notion of high expectations in the ruling of
Endrew F v. Douglas County School District (McKenna & Brigham, 2021). This court case
interpreted an appropriate education as one that is ambitious and provides challenging objectives
to all those who receive services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(McKenna & Brigham, 2021). The tenants of the law are accomplished through each student’s
individual education plan (IEP) using specially designed instruction through the use of supports
(e.g., accommodations, modifications, assistive technology, etc.) and services (e.g., speech and
language, physical therapy, etc.) to access and make progress in the general education curriculum
and meet their specific individualized goals (Giangreco et al., 2016).
The intent behind the least restrictive environment is to ensure students have adequate
supports to be successful according to their specific needs while being educated with children
without disabilities (Marx et al., 2014). However, extant research is clear that students with
significant support needs (SSN) are continually denied access to the general education classroom
and curriculum (Anderson & Brock, 2020; Kleinert et al., 2015; Morningstar et al., 2017). This is
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disheartening because we also know that, when students with SSN are included within the
general education setting and have access to the general education curriculum, they have an
increased chance of language interactions with their same age peers (Ruppar, Afacan et al.,
2017) and rigorous learning opportunities (Ruppar et al., 2018) from highly qualified teachers
(Mason-Williams et al., 2017; McLeskey et al., 2014). Further, with careful planning and
appropriate supports, students with SSN have shown increased (a) academic engagement (Hunt
et al., 2003), (b) positive academic outcomes (Dymond et al., 2006; Gee et al., 2020; McDonnell
et al., 2000; Ruppar, Afacan et al., 2017), and (c) social outcomes (Carter et al., 2007; Fisher &
Meyer, 2002; Jameson et al., 2008) when educated with their same age peers in the general
education setting.
Students with significant support needs are categorized within the 1% of students who
participate in their state’s alternate assessment due to the severity of their cognitive impairment
(Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). Within the United States, students with SSN typically fall
within the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004) categories of (a) autism, (b)
intellectual disability, or (c) multiple disabilities (Brock & Schaefer, 2015; Morningstar et al.,
2017). Students with SSN often require extensive supports in a variety of domains including but
not limited to academics, communication, behaviors, medical/health management, physical,
mobility, daily living skills, and/or social and adaptive behaviors (Kurth et al., 2012).
Literacy and Classroom Opportunity
Literacy skills are the foundation of all other academic skills (Graham et al., 2018). They
are used to read, write, communicate, and understand information presented inside and outside
the classroom. Literacy skills are one of the most important life skills that students with and
without disabilities will acquire throughout their lives (Toews & Kurth, 2019). Historically,
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students with SSN have been denied the breadth and depth of literacy instruction compared to
their nondisabled peers (Ruppar et al., 2018). This is evident in the research literature and
represented in the dearth of studies focused on literacy instruction based on the general education
curriculum within inclusive classroom settings (Toews & Kurth, 2019). This underrepresentation
has been due in part to limited access and exposure to (a) grade level curriculum and literacy
standards (Ruppar, 2015), (b) general education contexts (Taub et al., 2017), (c) communication
supports allowing for content engagement (Kleinert, 2020; Ruppar et al., 2011), (d) literacy
related IEP goals aligned to grade level standards (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2010), and (e)
individual and class wide instructional supports (Thompson et al., 2018).
A number of studies have shown that access to grade level curriculum increases when
students receive instruction in the general education setting (Lee et al., 2010; Matzen et al., 2010;
Olson et al., 2016; Soukup et al., 2007). Specifically, in the area of literacy, Ruppar et al. (2018)
found that students with SSN received ten times more access and exposure to academic literacy
when educated with their peers without disabilities within inclusive settings. This was compared
to students with SSN only being educated with other students with a disability. These findings
are important when addressing literacy instruction for students with SSN. However, mere
exposure to the general education curriculum does not necessarily mean that students with SSN
will have opportunities to learn (OTL) the content within the curriculum (Roach et al., 2009).
Thus, it is crucial to take steps to assure students with significant support needs have OTL during
instructional contexts and more specifically ones in which literacy skills are paramount.
Statement of the Problem
Contemporary educational practices are situated within standards-based instruction
mandated by federal education laws (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). The Common Core
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Standards are the most commonly used and have been adopted by the majority of states across
the US (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State
School Officers, 2017). Thus, educators are faced with a delicate balance of ensuring the
intended curriculum set forth by their district is both taught and assessed throughout the school
year. While alignment to the curriculum is the first step, this does not always guarantee that
students with and without disabilities have the OTL the same general education curriculum
content (Elliott, 2015).
Kurz et al. (2014) defines OTL “as the degree to which a teacher dedicates instructional
time and content coverage to the intended curriculum objectives emphasizing higher-order
cognitive practices, evidenced based instructional practices, and alternative grouping formats”
(p. 27). Higher order cognitive practices require teachers to incorporate learning experiences
allowing students the opportunity to apply, analyze, evaluate, and/or create in relation to new
knowledge and learning (Krathwohl, 2002). The use of higher order thinking skills is connected
to evidence based instructional practices in general, and more specifically in relation to literacy
learning. For instance, the provision of authentic literacy opportunities across content areas
allows students to use higher level thinking skills (Malloy et al., 2019). Additional literacy best
practices discussed by Malloy et al. (2019) includes offering students a variety of text options
and allowing students to lead literacy-based discussions. These practices require students to
make connections and evaluate their learning. The last component to OTL is alternate grouping
formats which include, whole group instruction for the dissemination of core content to all
students; independent work to practice previously taught content; and small group learning
opportunities aimed at increasing response rate and cultivate engagement (Hollo & Hirn, 2015).
The extant research further breaks down the opportunities to learn framework into four levels of
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curriculum that are essential and need to be addressed in order for students to have optimal OTL.
The four levels are the intended curriculum, planned curriculum, enacted curriculum, and
assessed curriculum (Kurz et al., 2010, 2012; Taub et al., 2017). The intended curriculum is
identified as the general education state standards delineated for each grade level (Kurz et al.,
2010). The planned curriculum refers to how each teacher interprets the intended curriculum.
This leads to the enacted curriculum which is the actual instruction and materials a teacher uses
to teach the curriculum. The final component of the OTL framework is the assessed curriculum
typically in the form of large scale assessments (Kurz et al., 2012; Taub et al., 2017).
The term opportunities to learn has been seen in the literature primarily in relation to the
learning of students without disabilities (Porter, 2002). However, more recently, there has been a
shift in addressing the OTL for students with disabilities (Kurz et al., 2012; Taub et al., 2017).
Blank and Smithson (2014) compared OTL the general education curriculum for students with
and without disabilities in fourth grade through eighth grade across three districts. Their findings
suggest gaps in the alignment of the intended curriculum and the enacted curriculum existed for
both students with and without disabilities. Their results indicated that special education teachers
were less likely to align instruction with the general education standards than general education
teachers especially in the area of language arts and reading. However, when students with
disabilities were included in the general education classroom and taught alongside their peers
without disabilities, an increase in test scores was seen across all students.
In another study, Kurz et al. (2014) compared OTL mathematics and reading for students
with and without disabilities at both the classroom level and the student level. In both general
education classes and special education classes teachers were not able to cover all of the intended
curriculum within the school year. Overall, general education teachers addressed 74% of the
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standards and special education teachers addressed only 59% of the standards. This suggested
that students in the general education setting are receiving increased access to the grade-level
curriculum than those who receive instruction in other settings. Interestingly, their findings also
indicated that students with disabilities who are fully included do not have the same OTL as their
peers, suggesting that access does not always equate too equal opportunities to learn (Kurz et al.,
2014). Although this research indicates that mere access to the general education curriculum
does not mean all students have the same OTL, it does show that students with and without
disabilities continue to have more opportunities to learn in the general education classroom when
taught by the general education teacher (Kurz et al., 2014).
Recently, Taub et al. (2017) amended the OTL framework to incorporate the purposeful
inclusion of (a) universal design for learning (UDL), (b) individual adaptations, (c) use of
individual communication supports, and (d) embedded IEP goals to ensure students with SSN are
able to access all parts of the curricula. These additional component should be infused with the
use of high quality instruction (i.e., evidence based practices, high expectations, and grouping
formats), ample instructional time, and adequate content coverage. The combination of these
components should provide a clearer understanding of how students with SSN will access and
make progress in the general education curriculum when educated with their grade-level peers.
The amended OTL framework provides a theoretical understanding of the process for
ensuring that the intended, planned, enacted, and assessed curriculum become accessible for
students with SSN (Taub et al., 2017). However, to date, research is not available for
understanding how the components of the amended OTL framework are put into practice to
ensure accessibility in students’ opportunities to learn grade-level curriculum related to literacy
when educated in the general education classroom. A greater understanding of these components
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is essential to help current and future educators effectively plan and implement high quality
instruction on the intended curriculum for students with SSN being educated in the general
education setting.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative multi-case study was to examine how students with
significant support needs were provided opportunities to learn grade-level curriculum related to
literacy when educated in the general education classroom. Using previously collected data from
a federally funded grant, Factors Contributing to Academic, Social/communication, and
Behavioral Outcomes for Elementary Students with the Most Significant Cognitive Disabilities,
this study sought to understand ways in which general education teachers incorporated UDL,
individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded IEP goals, to ensure students
with significant support needs were provided optimal opportunities to learn. Specifically, this
study addressed the following research questions:
Q1

What OTL literacy content is provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting?

Q2

What attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP
goals facilitate or act as barriers to OTL in relation to literacy skills within the
general education curriculum for students with SSN?
Significance of the Study

Past research focusing on access to the general education curriculum within inclusive
settings has identified positive social and academic outcomes for students with SSN through the
use of UDL (Dymond et al., 2006), individual adaptations and modifications (Finnerty et al.,
2019; Hunt et al., 2003; Lee et al., 2010), communication supports (McSheehan et al., 2006), and
embedded IEP goals (Jameson et al., 2012; Johnson & McDonnell, 2004). Critical next steps to
inclusive education and access to the general education curriculum for students with SSN are to
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address their opportunities to learn within instructional contexts and more specifically ones in
which literacy skills are paramount. It is presently unclear how the components work together to
provide students with significant support needs the OTL the general education curriculum within
inclusive settings. This study adds to the literature by identifying how provided UDL, individual
adaptions, communication supports, and the student’s IEP goals are provisions and/or barriers to
a student’s opportunity to learn the general education curriculum when provided literacy
instruction. This understanding is essential to help guide future research and practices that will
increase opportunities to learn the enacted curriculum within literacy instructional opportunities
for students with SSN.
Definitions of Terms
Inclusive Placement. For the purpose of this study, inclusive placement consisted of students
with significant support needs (SSN) from schools where they were represented in natural
proportions (i.e., approximately 1% of total school enrollees) and spent 80% or more of
the school day within the general education classroom during instruction where literacy
skills were paramount.
Inclusive Practices. Ideally, all students including students with SSN are participating members
of the classroom environment, are presumed competent, learn and interact together with
the appropriate supports, and are instructed using the general education curriculum
(Ryndak et al., 2000). For the purpose of this study, inclusive practices consisted of the
student with a significant support need being present in the general education classroom,
participating in the same activity as their peers without a disability during instruction
where literacy skills were paramount, and interacting with their peers when appropriate
(e.g., small groups, paired activities, etc.).
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Literacy. For the purpose of this study, literacy consisted of the use of text in digital or print
format related to (a) reading, (b) writing, (c) listening, and (d) speaking (Downing, 2005;
Ryndak et al., 1999) through the use of traditional (e.g., verbal speech, written language,
etc.) and non-traditional (e.g., pictures, symbols, photos, objects, etc.) modes of
communication (Ruppar et al., 2018).
Opportunities to Learn. For the purpose of the study, opportunities to learn (OTL) included
both student and classroom level components. At the student level, components of OTL
included the enacted curriculum in connection to the amended framework identified by
Taub et al. (2017). The amended framework included providing additional supports to
students with SSN by focusing on the use of universal design for learning, individual
adaptations, communication supports, and embedded individual education plan goals.
Classroom level OTL focused on the enacted curriculum which is the actual instruction
and materials a teacher uses to teach the curriculum, which is based on state standards.
This involves the general education teacher providing adequate time to teach the intended
curriculum “emphasizing higher-order cognitive practices, evidenced based instructional
practices, and alternative grouping formats” (Kurz et al., 2014, p.27). For this study,
components of classroom level OTL included the enacted curriculum which is the actual
instruction by the general education teacher, classroom materials, and student grouping
formats the teacher used to teach the general education curriculum.
Universal Design for Learning. Universal design for learning (UDL) is a framework which
provides intentional and strategic planning for the instruction of all students with and
without disabilities to support access and participation in the general education
curriculum. Universal design for learning is accomplished through the use of multiple
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means of representation, engagement, and expression as it is embedded in the lesson
planning process (Hitchcock et al., 2002). Multiple means of representation applies to
how students access the content and materials throughout a lesson. Multiple means of
engagement assures increased interest and motivation through flexibility of participation
options. Multiple means of the expression permits students to communicate what they
have learned using their preferences and strengths to demonstrate understanding of the
content (Courey et al., 2012).
Individualized Education Plan. The individual education plan (IEP) is a legally binding
document provided to all students who qualify for special education services (Yell,
2016). Included in the IEP are the student’s present levels of academic achievement and
functional performance; measurable goals in the area of academics and functional needs
required for the student to make progress in the general education curriculum;
accommodations and modifications, and related services (e.g., occupational therapy,
physical therapy, etc.) (Yell et al., 2020). For the purpose of this study, the following
components of the IEP were analyzed (a) present levels of performance for reading,
writing, and communication, and (b) IEP goals related to reading, writing, and
communication, and (c) accommodations and adaptations.
Adaptations. Accommodations and modifications fall under the board category of adaptations
and are listed in the student’s IEP in relation to supports a student requires for
instructional, learning, and testing purposes. Accommodations include any support that
provides a student access to the general education curriculum without changing the level
of difficulty or expectation (Thompson et al., 2018). Modifications include any individual
adaptation that changes the curricular content, learning outcome, instructional method,
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manner of participation, or ecological setup to ensure the student has access and can
make progress in the general education curriculum (Janney & Snell, 2006). For the
purpose of this study, adaptations included both accommodations and modifications that
were implemented to support academic instruction and learning in the general education
setting.
Communication Supports. Communication supports include any commercial products or
teacher-made supports that are routinely provided and which facilitate the student’s
receptive and/or expressive communication throughout the course of the lesson. Supports
include but are not limited to routinely provided: (a) eye gaze, (b) partner assisted, (c)
pictures, (d) objects, (e) communication books (e.g., PODD, PECS), (f) dynamic speech
generating devices (e.g., Dynavox, Nova Chat, Proloquo2go, etc.), and (e) low-tech
devices (e.g., Step-by-Step, BIGmack).
Students with Significant Support Needs. Students with For the purpose of this study, a
student with a significant support needs (a) was categorized within the 1% of students
who participate in their state’s alternate assessment due to the severity of their cognitive
impairment (Morningstar et al., 2017), and (b) required intensive services across a
number of domains including but not limited to academics, communication, behaviors,
medical/health management, physical, mobility, daily living skills, and/or social and
adaptive behaviors (Kurth et al., 2012).
Chapter Summary
Chapter one highlighted the importance of access to the general education curriculum
within inclusive classroom settings for students with SSN. Through the use of supports, students
with significant support needs have been able to thrive both academically and socially within
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general education settings. However, the literature is clear that most students with SSN are
educated outside the general education classroom or do not have the supports in place to ensure
OTL when educated with their same age peers. In order for students with SSN to receive an
equitable education, it is imperative to expand our knowledge on how access is provided in the
general education curriculum while included in the general education classroom. The purpose of
this study was to examine how students with SSN were provided OTL the general education
curriculum within inclusive classroom settings when provided literacy opportunities and how
attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded IEP goals
facilitated or impeded learning.

13

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004) mandates
all students with a disability, regardless of severity, have access to the general education
curriculum within inclusive school settings to the maximum extent appropriate. Further, the
inclusion of all students within the general education setting allows educators to follow the
principle of least dangerous assumption by presuming competence in that all students are
capable of learning general education content within general education contexts regardless of
disability status (Donnellan, 1984; Jorgensen et al., 2007). Adherence to these tenants allows
students with SSN the opportunity to participate and make progress in authentic literacy learning
throughout their education and thus increasing their overall quality of life (Downing, 2005).
Unfortunately, students with the most significant support needs (SSN) are predominantly served
in more restrictive environments (Kleinert et al., 2015; Morningstar et al., 2017) and have
historically been limited in their access to literacy instruction (Kliewer & Biklen, 2007).
However, through the use of supported inclusive practices students with SSN have the potential
to increase their opportunity to learn (OTL) the general education curriculum related to literacy
content (Taub et al., 2017).
This chapter begins with a discussion on literacy practices both historical and present day
for students with SSN. This is followed by an overview of supported inclusive practices.
Next, the amended OTL framework (Taub et al., 2017) designed to meet the needs of students
with SSN is addressed through a discussion of each of the components including UDL,
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individual adaptations, communication supports, and student embedded IEP goals. This chapter
concludes with descriptions of previous studies using eco-behavioral observation tools, which
was the type of observation data collected in the parent study and analyzed for this study.
Literacy in Context
The acquisition of literacy skills is an essential component of the education of all students
as it cuts across all academic areas (e.g., science, math, etc.) and leads to improved post-school
outcomes (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2008). Literacy
instruction for students with SSN provides increased access to social experiences with their same
age peers (Ruppar et al., 2011) as well as the promotion of language and communication
competencies (Kaderavek & Rabidoux, 2004). Furthermore, increased literacy opportunities
promote independence, improved quality of life (Ruppar et al., 2018), and the attainment of new
knowledge, skills, and ideas (Mims et al., 2012). While the field of education tends to define
literacy in narrow terms as the ability of individuals to read and write text (Ryndak et al., 1999),
this definition is often used as a means to deny equitable access of instruction for students with
SSN (Keefe & Copeland, 2011; Kliewer & Biklen, 2007). A more inclusive definition of literacy
incorporates (a) reading, (b) writing, (c) listening, and (d) speaking (Downing, 2005; Ryndak et
al., 1999) through the use of traditional orthography (e.g., verbal speech, written language, etc.)
or alternative forms (e.g., pictures, symbols, photos, objects, etc.) (Ruppar et al., 2018).
History of Literacy Instruction
The history of literacy instruction for students with SSN has not always been favorable
and often has denied them the presumption of competence in their ability to acquire literacy
skills and thus limiting their opportunities to learn (Keefe & Copeland, 2011; Kliewer et al.,
2006). For instance, the late 1970s primarily focused on the developmental model when making
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decisions around literacy instruction for students with SSN. The developmental model followed
a hierarchy of skills with the lowest level being prerequisite skills considered essential to learn
more difficult literacy skills (Brown et al., 1979). The developmental model was problematic as
students with SSN often required additional time to acquire and maintain these skill thus moving
though each stage at a slower pace than their same age peers (Brown et al., 1979; Kliewer &
Biklen, 2001). The result of this was students with SSN falling behind in academic, functional,
and age-appropriate skills. Therefore, a more functional approach to learning was established and
implemented for students with significant support needs (Brown et al., 1979).
The functional approach (i.e., skills leading to increased independence & post-secondary
outcomes) to literacy instruction for students with SSN focused predominately on sight word
instruction outside of meaningful contexts (Browder & Xin, 1998). The use of drill and practice
was the most commonly used method which took place during one-to-one instruction and thus
separated students from their nondisabled peers (Katims, 2000). Again, this manner of literacy
instruction was problematic as students had less access to the general education curriculum and
the gap in literacy skills for students with SSN continued to widen from their peers (Browder &
Spooner, 2014).
The use of shared stories has been identified as a teaching practice with a moderate
evidence base for students with SSN (Hudson & Test, 2011). A number of studies have
addressed various emergent literacy skills through the use of shared stories by adapting grade
level text for students with moderate to significant support needs (Browder et al., 2007, 2008,
2011; Mims et al., 2009, 2012; Spooner et al., 2015). The most commonly used interventions in
these studies included system of least prompts and the use of a task-analysis along with massedtrial training, time-delay, and universal design for learning. Overall, students in these studies
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increased their emergent literacy skills. Furthermore, all of the studies included adapted gradelevel, age-appropriate literature following the shift to increasing access to the general education
curriculum. While this shift is important, research in the area of shared stories continues to take
place in self-contained classrooms with the use of one-to-one instruction (Toews & Kurth, 2019).
Currently, the use of a comprehensive approach to literacy instruction is best practice for
all students including students with SSN (Erickson et al., 2009; National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development, 2000). A comprehensive approach incorporates the essential
components (i.e., phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, & comprehension) of
reading with the idea that students will be provided optimal opportunities to make gains in their
reading and overall literacy skills (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development,
2000). However, there continues to be a dearth of research using a comprehensive approach to
literacy instruction for students with SSN (Afacan et al., 2018).
Curriculum Matters
The type of curriculum used and the context in which it is taught matter when addressing
educational practices for students with SSN. They must receive the same access to the general
education curriculum as their same age peers. However, educational stakeholders continue to
place a higher importance on curriculum that is focused on social and adaptive behaviors. This
has led to the belief that students with SSN who are included in the general education setting are
there for the social curriculum and not academics (Ballard & Dymond, 2017). Additionally,
when students are included for academic, they are often provided curriculum materials that are
specifically designed for students with disabilities and not aligned with the general education
curriculum (Hunt et al., 2020; Taub et al., 2020).
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A recent study by Hunt et al. (2020) taught students with SSN literacy instruction using a
comprehensive approach. However, instead of using general education curriculum and materials,
the intervention included the use of a special education curriculum for students with SSN, was
not necessarily based on the general education curriculum, and instruction differed from their
peers within the general education classroom (Hunt et al., 2020). The use of an alternate
curriculum for literacy instruction is problematic when they do not align with the general
education curriculum.
According to a recent study, Taub et al. (2020) identified the misalignment of three
commonly used English Language Arts curricula used primarily for students with SSN. Their
findings suggest that the use of these curricula has the potential to limit the depth and breadth of
one’s education to a small number of Common Core State Standards and content knowledge
throughout their entire school career. In response, Taub et al. (2020) recommend students with
SSN be taught using the same English Language Arts curriculum as their same age peers with
the use of supports and adaptations within the general education classroom.
Supported Inclusion
Authentic access to the same curriculum employed with typical students could help
ensure students with disabilities are offered the same content as their peers without disabilities
(Taub et al., 2017). However, over the past several decades, access to the general education
curriculum and what this should look like for students with SSN has been debated and defined in
various ways. Definitions have differed with respect to (a) materials used for instruction, (b)
location of instruction, (c) specific programs implemented, or (d) the specific instructor
providing the instruction (Dymond et al., 2007; Petersen, 2016; Timberlake, 2014). Further, the
professional beliefs and values of teachers can significantly impact the depth, breadth, and
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characteristics of this access, and this can be problematic. For instance, general and special
education teachers do not always value content and instruction for students with SSN that is
commensurate with that provided to their same age peers (Ruppar et al., 2015). Many teachers
still tend to use disability characteristics and cognitive levels as a means to identify what content
is appropriate for a student with SSN (Timberlake, 2014). In relation to literacy instruction,
Ruppar et al. (2011) identified a number of factors that affected how content is selected for
students with significant support needs including (a) the readiness skills of the student, and (b)
current and future relevance to daily life activities. Teachers in their study preferred teaching
literacy connected to life-skills over skills connected to the general education curriculum. Thus,
educators and other stakeholders oftentimes struggle to accept the provision of access to the
general education curriculum for their students with SSN, based on prioritizing what they
perceive as of greatest importance, self-care skill needs.
While disparity exists in the interpretation of access to the general education curriculum
and what this means for students with SSN, experts in the field of inclusive education believe the
general education setting is the best and most likely place students will access the general
education curriculum (Cosier et al., 2013; Jackson et al., 2008; Matzen et al., 2010; Olson et al.,
2016; Soukup et al., 2007). More specifically, there are three components that encapsulate
inclusive education and what it should look like for all students including students with SSN: (a)
all students should be educated in natural settings (i.e., general education classrooms for
academic and non-academic activities); (b) all students are valued participating members of the
classroom environment who are learning and interacting together; and (c) all students are
provided the appropriate supports to ensure learning outcomes are met (Ryndak et al., 2000). It
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is through the commitment to these practices that all students including those with SSN have the
OTL the enacted general education curriculum.
Natural Placement Settings
The extant literature has provided substantial rationale and evidence for the general
education classroom being the best setting for all students to learn the general education
curriculum and receive an education that presumes competence (Cosier et al., 2013; Dessemontet
et al., 2012; Jackson et al., 2008; Jorgensen et al., 2007; Matzen et al., 2010; Olson et al., 2016;
Ruppar et al., 2018; Soukup et al., 2007). A number of studies that have furthered this discussion
focused on exemplary inclusive districts and their schools. Each of the following studies
provided insight on how exemplary schools have viewed and implemented an inclusive culture
within their school communities (Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2007; Olson et al., 2016;
Shogren, Gross, et al., 2015; Shogren, McCart, et al., 2015). First and foremost, each of these
schools firmly held the value of educating all students in their natural placement setting. In one
study, Downing and Peckham-Hardin (2007) sought to understand what makes inclusive
education a good education for all students, using qualitative methodology. They interviewed 58
parent, general educators, special educators, and paraprofessionals from three schools where
inclusive programs were a natural part of the school culture and students with moderate to severe
disabilities were educated with their peers. Downing and Peckham-Hardin found that participants
in this study firmly believed that inclusive settings were superior to separate settings and that all
students should be educated together.
Natural placement settings were a common theme in Shogren, McCart, et al.’s (2015)
study. Shogren and colleagues used appreciative inquiry to understand stakeholders’ perspectives
on inclusive practices and the transformation process within these schools. Six schools were
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selected based on all students being included in the general education setting in natural
proportions. An additional criterion for selection was that students with SSN were included
across school activities. Stakeholders in this study talked about inclusion as a non-negotiable to
education. All students were part of the general education community and all stakeholders shared
responsibilities for all students. Similarly, Olson et al. (2016) interviewed stakeholders from an
exemplary inclusive middle school to learn more about how they defined and provided access to
the general education curriculum for students with SSN. Participants discussed the importance of
providing students access to instructional and social contexts with their same age peers.
Therefore, all activities, academic and non-academic, were open to all students.
In a shift in focus, Shogren, Gross, et al. (2015) examined how students from six
exemplary inclusive schools viewed the implementation of inclusive practices at their school.
They interviewed groups of students with disabilities and groups of students without disabilities
in separate focus groups. Students with and without disabilities talked about how their school
promoted an inclusive school culture and that all students were in classes together. Students
without disabilities also discussed the negative aspects of pulling students out of the class for
services such as speech. They believed it could be stigmatizing to the student with a disability
and that all learning should take place in the general education setting.
All of the exemplary inclusive schools in the aforementioned studies placed significant
value on educating all students in their natural environments with their same age peers. It did not
matter what a student’s disability status was for including them in the general education setting.
Further, it was not enough to just educate all students, but to also provide opportunities to
interact and participate in non-academic activities. While including all students was the first step,
exemplary inclusive schools also prioritized the belief that all students were valued members of
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the school community (Shogren, Gross, et al., 2015; Shogren, McCart, et al., 2015). This was
accomplished by setting high expectations for all students as they learned and interacted together
(Jorgensen et al., 2007; Ryndak et al., 2008; Shogren, Gross, et al., 2015).
Learning Together
Learning together within the general education classroom means that all students are
valued for their strengths and provided opportunities for meaningful participation within the
classroom environment as they work and learn alongside their peers (Taub et al., 2017). The
importance of learning together is evident in a recent study comparing students with SSN who
were served in general education settings to matched pairs of students educated in separate
settings across the entire school day (Gee et al., 2020). There were 15 matched pairs of students
for a total of 30 participating students (grades K-12). Students in the inclusive settings were
observed engaging socially and academically with their peers and in the same activities as their
same aged peer significantly more than students in the separate settings.
The value of having all students learn together has been evident in a number of studies
focused on understanding the practices occurring within exemplary inclusive schools and ways
in which they have met the needs of all students including those with SSN (Downing &
Peckham-Hardin, 2007; Kurth et al., 2015; Olson et al., 2016; Shogren, Gross, et al., 2015;
Shogren, McCart, et al., 2015). Participants in these studies discussed their inclusive schools as a
community where kids helped each other, all students were valued and capable of learning the
general education curriculum, and all students contributed to the class and were celebrated for
their strengths.

Supports for All

22
Strong inclusive school communities provide supports to all students (Shogren, McCart,
et al., 2015). Supports through the use of UDL and individual adaptations potentially eliminate
barriers to access that were once believed to be inherent in the individual with a disability. In
fact, the studies of exemplary inclusive schools identified supports for all students were essential
to the success of access to the general education curriculum within inclusive classroom settings
(Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2007; Kurth et al., 2015; Morningstar et al., 2015; Olson et al.,
2016; Olson & Ruppar, 2017; Shogren, Gross, et al., 2015; Shogren, McCart, et al., 2015).
The participants in Downing and Peckham-Hardin’s (2007) study identified that
accommodations for all students were an essential part of inclusive education. Teachers believed
and recognized that all students have a variety of learning styles and it was their job to
differentiate instruction. Additionally, the use of modifications and assistive technology was
discussed as essential to meet the individual needs of some students. Similarly, the participants in
the study by Shogren, McCart, et al. (2015) believed that all students should have access to the
supports they need to be successful and that they should not be based on disability label but each
student’s individual needs. In this study, the responsibilities of paraprofessionals shifted from
one-to-one to helping all students in the classroom.
The stakeholders in Olson et al.’s (2016) study identified differentiated instruction and
adaptations as key components to successful access and inclusion. One way this was evident was
that there were different learning arrangements implemented in general education classrooms
(e.g., large group, independent work, instruction based on team teaching, cooperative peer
groups, & one-on-one supports). Peers also played an important part through natural interaction
and the informal prompting of students with SSN. Finally, the students with and without

23
disabilities interviewed in Shogren, Gross, et al.’s (2015) study reported that high expectations
set by their teachers were essential for their learning.
Morningstar et al.’s (2015) descriptive study identified practices that supported the
participation and learning of all students including students with SSN when educated within the
general education classroom. Across 65 inclusive classrooms, the researchers observed how
supports for student participation, classroom learning arrangements, and instructional staffing
were provided for all students. Supports for participation included universal design for learning,
behavior interventions, and curricular adaptations and modifications. While UDL and behavior
supports were provided to all students, individual adaptations were provided for students who
needed additional supports. These adaptations included different formats for presentation of
materials, adjustments to the physical environment, allowance for alternative response methods,
use of manipulatives and/or graphics, and reducing the cognitive level or demand. Classrooms
were structured with both general educators, special educators, and paraprofessionals. A variety
of co-teaching methods were used with high levels of collaboration. Peer supports were also
utilized at high rates. Learning arrangements were highly flexible and included centers, small
groups, paired learning, and whole group.
Kurth et al. (2015) conducted an exploratory observational study designed to understand
what supports for participation and learning (i.e., academics and social) were provided for
students with SSN when included in the general education classroom. Classroom observations
took place in six K-8 schools which had implemented school-wide inclusive practices. Eighteen
students with significant support needs participated in the study. Throughout the observations,
Kurth and colleagues identified a number of general classroom supports that were available for
all students and were acknowledged as an important part of the inclusive school system. For
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example, a variety of personnel supports (e.g., general education teacher, special education
teacher, classroom volunteers, paraprofessionals, etc.) were available and interacted with all
students in the classroom. Additionally, all students had access to classwide supports such UDL
and visual schedules to support classroom procedures and daily activities. Students were also
observed using individual supports when their needs went beyond the provided classwide
supports. The researchers observed students with SSN accessing communication supports (e.g.,
speech generating devices, picture boards), behavior supports (e.g., first-then boards, fidgets),
and physical supports (e.g., special seating equipment).
Finally, Olson and Ruppar (2017) used a case study to identify how an exemplary
inclusive middle school provided access to the general education curriculum for students with
significant support needs. There were 12 educators from the school who participated in the study.
All participants worked with students with SSN within various positions at the school (e.g.,
general education teacher, learning strategists, inclusion support, administrator, etc.). Interviews
and observations confirmed the use of UDL and differentiation were essential components to
including and supporting all students.
Each of these studies, all focusing on practices implemented within inclusive schools
verifies the three essential components of inclusive education delineated by experts in the field.
First, these studies confirmed that all students, regardless of disability status, can receive their
education in natural settings with their same age peers. Second, stakeholders in the studies stated
that inclusion goes beyond just a placement and instead is defined by the culture and climate of
the school in that they accept and value all students as active and participating members. Finally,
exemplary schools discussed how all students’ have diverse needs and require a variety of
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supports in order to learn and demonstrate their knowledge. The fact that inclusive schools are
implementing what is presented as best practice in the research shows progress for inclusive
education as a whole.
Barriers Related to Inclusive Practices
Despite evidence to the contrary, students with significant support needs continue to be
educated primarily in separate settings (Anderson & Brock, 2020; Kleinert et al., 2015;
Morningstar et al., 2017). Recent literature provides explanations for their continual placement in
more restrictive environments. For instance, students with SSN may be placed in settings based
on disability labels rather than the presumption of competence (Agran et al., 2020; Ruppar,
Allcock, & Gonsier-Gerdin, 2017). District policies encourage these practices through the
creation of programs targeting a specific disability label and hiring teachers considered to be
experts in that area (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2012).
Additional barriers exist for students with SSN when they are included in the general
education setting. For instance, various stakeholders in Downing and Peckham-Hardin’s (2007)
study discussed the importance of modifications; however, it was unclear what students were
learning in connection to grade level standards (i.e., intended curriculum). This leads to
questions about whether students with SSN were learning the same intended and enacted
curriculum as their peers. Another area of concern was related to educators’ knowledge of
inclusive strategies and practices (Olson & Ruppar, 2017). Stakeholders were not always sure
how to make adaptations and it was noted by Downing and Peckham-Hardin (2007) that quality
and age-appropriate modifications were sometimes lacking. Finally, there was some question in
regard to the use of paraprofessionals within the general education classroom. While some
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classrooms relied on paraprofessionals to work with all students (Kurth et al., 2015), there still
remained an overreliance of one-to-one supports for students with SSN (Morningstar et al.,
2015).
Opportunities to Learn
As discussed in Chapter 1, the OTL framework is comprised of the intended, planned,
enacted, and assessed curricula (Kurz et al., 2010, 2012; Taub et al., 2017). The intended and the
planned curricula depend on the grade-level state standards and the teacher’s interpretation of
each standard. The enacted curriculum is instruction that takes place on a daily basis taking into
account time, quality, and specific content (Kurz et al., 2014). The assessed curriculum is the
representation of the intended curriculum in large-scale state assessments (Porter et al., 2007).
The literature on opportunities to learn for students without a disability has focused on
the time, quality, and content of instruction through the implementation of evidence based
practices, setting high expectations for all learners, and the use of varied grouping formats when
planning and enacting the general education curriculum (Kurz et al., 2014). As noted in Chapter
1, a recently amended OTL framework was created by Taub et al. (2017) and focused
specifically on meeting the needs of students with SSN. Additions to the OTL framework
included (a) UDL, (b) individual adaptations, (c) communication supports, and (d) embedded
student IEP goals. The following will address each component of the amended OTL framework
and how the literature supports these practices in terms of increasing access, engagement, and
progress in the enacted curriculum for students with SSN.
Universal Design for Learning
The use of UDL can provide accessibility to the general education curriculum for all
students with and without disabilities, and has been identified as a key component to the overall
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success of inclusive schools and classrooms (Kurth et al., 2015; Morningstar et al., 2015; Olson
& Ruppar, 2017). It allows general and special education teachers the opportunity to work
together to provide supports for all students (Taub et al., 2017). Universal design for learning
serves as a framework, employing intentional and strategic planning, the scaffolding of
instruction, and enhanced flexibility. It is accomplished through the use of multiple means of
engagement, representation, and expression embedded in the lesson planning process (Hitchcock
et al., 2002). Multiple means of engagement increases interest and motivation through flexibility
of participation options offered to students. Multiple means of representation applies to how
students access content throughout a lesson using an assortment of materials, media, visuals, and
texts. Multiple means of expression permits students to communicate what they have learned
using their preferences and strengths to demonstrate understanding (Courey et al., 2012).
The extant literature is limited when addressing the educational outcomes associated with
the implementation of universal design for learning and progress of students with SSN within
inclusive settings. However, a few studies have identified UDL as an intervention to increase
academic outcomes for students with SSN, albeit one-on-one instructional times in separate
settings. For instance, Browder et al. (2008) incorporated components of UDL as an intervention
for teaching three elementary students with severe/profound delays and medical concerns how to
participate in a 16-step shared reading experience (e.g., prediction, turn-taking, attention to title
and author, comprehension, etc.). The universal design for learning framework was integrated
into the lesson planning process in order to provide students with options to meet their specific
learning needs. This was accomplished by addressing each step of the task analysis that the
student did not respond to during baseline and asking if there were components of UDL (i.e.,
engagement, representation, and expression) that might increase student response. For instance, a
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light pen and tapping was used for one student to increase engagement. A light box allowed
materials to be presented in alternative ways. Finally, options for expression included changing
the way objects were presented or alternative communication methods. All three students
increased their responses to the shared story task analysis once UDL was implemented in the
team planning process.
In another study, Coyne et al. (2012) incorporated the principles of UDL to create a
literacy intervention targeting phonics, comprehension, fluency, and vocabulary. The researchers
created e-books and embedded supports based on the universal design for learning framework.
Options for engagement included quality illustrations and numerous opportunities for choice
making. Multiple means of presentation was represented by highlighted words, links to
vocabulary, and videos. Multiple means of expression was incorporated by allowing readers
various types of test formats (e.g., audio-record, multiple choice, write-in). Through the use of a
pre/posttest design, findings suggested a significant, positive difference in the reading
comprehension of students in the treatment group who received the literacy intervention (Coyne
et al., 2012).
In a more recent study, Root et al. (2020) incorporated the UDL framework to teach
mathematical problem solving skills related to personal finance for three middle school students
with SSN. A number of options for each of the UDL components were provided for students
based on their individual needs and learning styles. For example, some of the options for student
engagement included participant choices, real-world themes, community based videos, token
economies, self-monitoring supports, goals for each lesson, and praise based on student
preference. This intervention yielded positive results on grade level standards for all three
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students; however, the intervention took place outside the general education setting and the
generalization of skills into the general education setting was not assessed.
Only one study could be located related to student outcomes in which components of
UDL were implemented for students with significant support needs while being educated in the
general education setting. Dymond et al. (2006) focused on the redesign process of a high school
science class through the use of the universal design for learning framework to increase access to
the general education curriculum and participation for all students including those with SSN. The
team asked questions and applied the UDL framework to the overall curriculum, presentation of
materials, instructional groupings, roles of educators, student supports, methods of participation,
materials, and assessment processes. Findings showed that the incorporation of UDL principles
had a positive impact on social skills, student interaction, and IEP progress for students with
SSN when participating in an inclusive science classroom.
Taken together, these studies provide evidence that elements of UDL are essential
components of good instruction as they offer options to meet the needs of diverse learners with
and without disabilities. Universal design for learning can be considered the first step to ensuring
that all students have multiple means to access, be engaged in, and express their understanding of
the general education curriculum (Taub et al., 2017). However, even with the use of UDL,
students with SSN often need additional supports in place to ensure they have OTL the intended,
planned, and enacted curriculum within inclusive settings (Thompson et al., 2018). All students
with disabilities have individual supports delineated in their IEP which are provided through the
use of various adaptations (i.e., accommodations and modifications). The strategic use of

30
adaptations has demonstrated that students with SSN are able to make progress and learn
academic core content when educated with their same grade peers and using the general
education curriculum (Kurth, 2013).
Individualized Adaptations
Adaptations come as accommodations and modifications, and they should be identified in
the student’s individual education plan as supports for instruction, learning, and testing purposes
(Kurth, 2013). Accommodations include any support that provides a student access to the general
education curriculum without changing the level of difficulty or expectation of the learning task
(Kurth & Keegan, 2014; Thompson et al., 2018). For example, a student with SSN might use a
form of assistive technology (e.g., FM system, computer switch, touch screen, slant board) which
allows them to participate in the general education classroom. Other accommodations include
extended time to complete the same assignment as their classmates, options such as adjustment
to the size of text for a student’s ease of reading, or the use of a visual schedule to help with
transitions in the classroom and throughout the school day.
Modifications include any individual adaptation that changes the curricular content,
learning outcome, instructional method, or manner of participation to ensure the student has
access and can make progress in the general education curriculum (Janney & Snell, 2006).
Modifications might be evident in the simplification of text used for a reading assignment (e.g.,
adapted book, use of pictures for main ideas, use of objects, etc.) or change in expectation of a
written assignment (e.g., list ideas instead of writing a paragraph, etc.). Other types of
adaptations include personnel and behavior supports. Students with significant support needs
often have paraprofessionals that work with them in the general education classroom or a peer
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tutor. Behavioral supports may include behavior intervention plans, scaffolding as needed, and
clear behavioral expectations (Thompson et al., 2018).
The availability of individualized adaptations configured to the unique needs of the
learner is essential to the success of students with SSN as they participate in the general
education setting (Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2007; Finnerty et al., 2019; Janney & Snell,
2006; Kurth & Keegan, 2014). However, there has been concern within the literature on the lack
of quality in the adaptations being implemented for students with SSN when educated with their
peers. This was evident in the studies that focused on exemplary inclusive schools. Stakeholders
across schools (e.g., general and special educators, paraprofessionals, etc.) discussed how
adaptations were not always meaningful and lacked the personalization to meet individual
student needs (Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2007). Furthermore, there was some question as to
the age appropriateness of the adaptations being used with students with SSN. Additional
concerns, especially when addressing OTL the general education curriculum included not being
able to link adaptations to specific outcomes such as academic standards or IEP goals (Downing
& Peckham-Hardin, 2007; Kurth & Keegan, 2014).
With these concerns in mind, it is imperative that adaptations be seen through a supportbased perspective, based on students’ needs. They should be tangible, simple to use, readily
available to the student, and easily integrated into instruction to ensure the student’s full
membership in the classroom (Finnerty et al., 2019; Taub et al., 2017). The following discussion
will focus primarily on supports for learning allowing students with SSN greater OTL the
general education curriculum. Although limited, this research has provided some indication of
academic outcomes for students with SSN when individual learning supports were implemented
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within the general education setting (Jameson et al., 2008; McDonnell et al., 2000; Ruppar,
Afacan et al., 2017; Ryndak et al., 1999).
Adaptations for learning were addressed in a study by Ryndak et al. (1999) as they sought
to understand the literacy skills of a young woman before and after she was included in the
general education setting. Melinda was 15 years old when she was placed in a general education
classroom and then remained in inclusive settings for the rest of her educational career.
Throughout the 7 years of Melinda’s inclusive education, adaptations were systematically put
into place with the importance of setting high expectations. Overall, adaptations were focused on
increasing opportunities to build upon current literacy skills and learn new skills with an
emphasis on independence. Adaptations were made to the materials being used in class by
focusing on main ideas, learning key vocabulary, providing summaries for books, and modifying
class assignments and homework. Adaptations were also implemented as a means to increase
participation in classroom activities. For instance, they used a variety of grouping formats (e.g.,
cooperative groups, peer partners, etc.) and embedded instruction for IEP goals into her school
day. These were all key components that played a part in the significant progress she made
across literacy skills.
Similarly, Ruppar, Afacan, et al. (2017) found that adaptations increased academic
success for a high school student with multiple disabilities when included in her grade-level
English Language Arts class. Adaptations based on the student’s needs were made to the novel,
The Odyssey, which was being read in the general education class. For instance, the complexity
of the text was taken into consideration and each page included only a few sentences. Sections of
the book were broken down into chapters related to what was taking place in the novel (i.e., each
of Odysseus’ journeys). The main characters in the book were listed and pictured at the
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beginning of the book. Three targeted vocabulary words were also included at the beginning of
the book in the form of a picture, a word, and a line drawing of the sign (i.e. American Sign
Language). Additional adaptations included pictures on each page taken from the movie and the
incorporation of vocabulary in bold type throughout the text. Using a shared reading approach
with evidence based practices (e.g., embedded instruction, constant time delay), the student
showed increased success with vocabulary acquisition and comprehension of the grade-level text
being read in the class.
A number of studies have used peer tutors as an adaptation to increase academic
engagement (Carter et al., 2007, 2016; Malone et al., 2019) and academic learning (McDonnell
et al., 2000) for students with SSN in general education settings. Carter et al. (2007)
implemented peer supports as a means to increase academic engagement and peer interactions
for students with moderate to significant disabilities in high school general education classes.
Academic engagement data were collected for any instance the student was attending to or
involved in materials aligned with those being used in the general education classroom during
the observation periods. All students either maintained or increased their mean percentage of
academic engagement in the general education setting when partnered with a peer. In another
study, Carter et al. (2016) addressed the use of peer supports compared to the traditional use of
paraprofessionals for 51 students with SSN in high school general education settings. Using a
randomized controlled experimental design, Carter et al. (2016) found that students who received
peer supports in the general education setting improved their social participation, social
interactions with peers, and academic engagement at greater rates than those who received only
adult support. In a more recent study, Malone et al. (2019) addressed the academic engagement
of three junior high students with SSN when paired with a peer tutor in a general education
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classroom. Engagement and participation during academics included activities such as
discussions during instruction, reading or writing related to instructional content, or raising their
hand to participate. Academic engagement increased for all three students in the study.
Academic learning was the focus of McDonnell et al.’s (2000) study in which upperelementary students with SSN increased spelling accuracy when paired with other students in
their general education classroom. In this study, partner learning was implemented in the general
education classroom for all students. Baseline consisted of spelling instruction in a whole group
format most often in the form of a lecture. Then students with significant support needs were
partnered with a peer and adaptations for spelling were made based on the individual needs of
the students. Overall, the three students with significant support needs in this study increased
their performance on spelling tests when paired with classmates.
In each of the studies described above, students with SSN were provided with the
individual supports they needed in order to access, participate, and make progress in academic
and learning outcomes related to the general education curriculum within inclusive classroom
settings. These studies provide evidence that individual adaptations are an important aspect of
ensuring students with SSN have opportunities to learn the enacted curriculum. In addition to
adaptations, some students with SSN have complex communication needs and will need
additional supports to help them communicate and express their knowledge. This is described
below.
Communication Supports
Communication is an essential component to access, participation, and the acquisition of
knowledge for all students (Erickson & Geist, 2016; Kearns et al., 2011). Further, a means to
effectively communicate is necessary for sharing one’s understanding and knowledge with
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others. The ability for students with SSN to effectively communicate is dependent on the
communication demands placed on them and the supports available to adequately communicate
in a particular context (Light & McNaughton, 2014). Therefore, communication supports are
used to facilitate a student’s receptive and/or expressive communication. A variety of
communication supports are available and might include eye-gaze, sign, pictures, low-tech voice
output devices, or high-tech augmentative and alternative communication (AAC).
Communication supports intertwine with literacy learning and educational outcomes
(Kearns et al., 2011). Caron et al. (2020) implemented the use of an AAC app with literacy
software to explore how students with SSN learned words in picture formats and then
generalized them to text-only. The five participating students in their study increased their word
recognition and four of the participants generalized to text-only. While this study was conducted
in a separate context and focused on limited literacy and communication skills, it provides
evidence that communication supports are important and allow for increased language and
literacy opportunities. However, it is more common for students with SSN not to have the
necessary communication supports. Therefore, they have the potential to become passive
observers in their education and less likely to be educated with their peers in inclusive settings.
This has been evident across a number of research studies (Kearns et al., 2011; Kleinert et al.,
2015; Kurth & Keegan, 2014; Toews et al., 2020).
For instance, Kleinert et al.’s (2015) findings on placement data for students who
participated in their states’ alternate assessment (i.e., students with SSN) were concerning
especially in relation to communication skills. They found that a student’s expressive
communication skills had a significant correlation between their placement in an inclusive
general education setting. Students with more advanced expressive communication skills were
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placed in general education settings over those who struggled or had limited skills in this area.
They also found that students who used AAC were less likely to be placed in inclusive settings.
In another study, Kearns et al. (2011) looked at data representing students who took the alternate
assessment across 18 states. Of the students who were identified as pre-symbolic communicators
or emergent symbolic communicators, only about 40% had access to AAC. The findings of these
two studies are concerning on several levels. First, students with SSN who have complex
communication needs are less likely to receive OTL the general education curriculum within the
general education setting. Second, they are not included due to their communication skills when
in fact there exists potential supports to help meet their needs. While the use of communication
supports seems common sense and something necessary over and beyond best practice for
students with complex communication needs, they are not likely to be seen or implemented
within inclusive settings.
The latter was especially evident in Kurth and Keegan’s (2014) study addressing
educator-made adaptations. Communication was among the domains less frequently adapted in
the general education setting for students with SSN. Further, assistive technology was never used
as an adaptation to learning in the 68 curricular adaptions submitted by teachers for students with
SSN in 1st-12th grades. In a recent study using eco-behavioral observations, Toews et al. (2020)
found that the accessibility of AAC devices and use of general communication supports
continues to be primarily unavailable to students with significant support needs when observed
in the general education setting. They connected students off-task behavior, increased break
time, and infrequent interaction within small groups as possibly connected to the lack of access
to communication supports. The continual denial of communication supports for students with
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significant support needs is unfortunate as it creates barriers and reduces communication
expectations for those with complex communication needs (Light & McNaughton, 2014).
Individual Education Plan Goals
A student’s individual education plan is a legally binding document provided to all
students who qualify for special education services (Yell, 2016). Included in the IEP are the
student’s present levels of academic achievement and functional performance and measurable
goals required for the student to make progress in the general education curriculum (Yell et al.,
2020). Individual education plan goals should be individualized using an ecological approach,
based on the student’s present level of performance, and be drawn from the student’s grade level
standards (Janney & Snell, 2006; Jimenez, 2020). The inclusion of these components ensure that
students are being challenged with high expectations and receive access and instruction in the
general education curriculum (i.e., intended curriculum) (Pretti-Frontczak & Bricker, 2000).
Students with significant support needs might also need IEP goals that directly teach skills that
enhance access to the intended general education curriculum, maximizing their opportunities to
learn within the general education setting (Taub et al., 2017). The following discusses research in
the area of IEP goals related to students with SSN, the need to create high quality IEP goals
related to the general education curriculum, and the implementation of embedding IEP goals
based on the needs of individual students in the general education setting.
The research is limited in the area of IEP goals for students with significant support needs
across educational contexts. However, the research that is available indicates that students with
SSN continue to be provided goals focused more on functional life skills and less on academic
grade level standards. Kurth and Mastergeorge (2010) analyzed individual education plans for 15
middle school students with autism who were either included in the general education setting or
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solely educated in self-contained settings since kindergarten. Across both settings, academic
goals were limited to focusing on communication or life skills. Goals for all of the participating
middle school students regardless of setting were aligned with elementary standards (i.e., K-4)
with most goals ranging from kindergarten through second-grade standards. In academic areas,
students who were in inclusive settings had more IEP goals focused on reading comprehension,
literacy responses, and writing strategies. Students who were not educated in inclusive settings
had mostly reading and writing goals that were not related to grade level standards. Implications
of these findings suggests high quality IEP goals based on the general education grade level
standards are needed for students with SSN.
High quality IEP goals are imperative in order to ensure students are provided ambitious
and challenging objectives and make progress on grade-level general education standards. One
measure of high quality IEP goals is whether they are congruent to the student's present level of
performance (Hott et al., 2021). Across disability categories, this does not always happen. Hott
and colleagues reviewed 126 individual education plans from rural schools and found that less
than 7% of the IEP goals matched students’ identified needs in their present level of
performance. High quality goals should have conditions where the skills are expected to occur,
an observable and measurable student response, and the criteria for measuring the student’s
response (Hott et al., 2021; Westling & Fox, 2009). However, the incorporation of these
components is largely missing from IEP goals (Ruble et al., 2010). These findings suggest that
students with SSN are not always being provided with high quality goals that will lead to
educational outcomes connected to their individual needs and the general education curriculum.
Another way that IEP goals can assure high quality instruction for students in general
education is by adding goals that require embedded instruction. Embedded instruction is a
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systematic approach to instruction that incorporates opportunities for student to learn content
related to their individual goals (McDonnell et al., 2014). The general education and special
education teacher analyze the student’s schedule and plan for naturally occurring opportunities to
work on IEP goals linked to the grade level curriculum during ongoing instruction. The use of
embedded instruction is an evidence based practice for instructing students with moderate to
severe disabilities within inclusive settings (Hudson et al., 2013).
Jameson et al. (2008) taught peer-tutors how to embed instruction using constant-time
delay for students with SSN in general education middle school classes. Target skills were all
part of the general education curriculum being taught in their classes and aligned with the
students’ IEP goals. All three students were able to acquire the target skill. In another study,
Jameson et al. (2012) used embedded instruction in the area of phonemic awareness and aligned
to the state core curriculum to support students with SSN in the general education classroom.
This study implemented one-to-one embedded total task instruction on academic behavioral
chains taught in an inclusive general education classroom. Instructional scripts were provided for
the target skill and embedded trials were delivered throughout the class period during naturally
occurring times. Findings suggest embedded instruction was a viable option for teaching students
with moderate to severe cognitive disabilities grade level content in the general education setting.
The incorporation of embedded instruction allows students with SSN full membership in their
school community and classroom while maintaining the opportunity to make progress towards
their academic, communication, social, and other individual goals (Janney & Snell, 2006).
Eco-Behavioral Observation
Observational research through the use of eco-behavioral analysis provides opportunities
to gain insight into the complexity of classroom settings and the behaviors of students and
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teachers within those settings (Toews et al., 2020). Eco-behavioral analysis has also been used to
understand classroom variables and/or compare classroom variables between instructional
contexts (e.g., inclusive settings v. separate settings). A number of studies have used ecobehavioral assessment tools to collect observational time sampling data to learn more about
student engagement, teacher focus, instructional grouping, and access to the general education
curriculum within a variety of educational contexts (Logan & Keefe, 1997; Logan & Malone,
1998; Soukup et al., 2007; Toews et al., 2020).
For instance, Logan and Keefe (1997) used eco-behavioral analysis to compare student
engagement, teacher focus, and instructional grouping for students with SSN in general
education settings and matched pairs in self-contained settings. They used an adapted version of
Greenwood et al. (1994) Eco-behavioral Assessment Systems Software (EBASS) instrument, The
Mainstream Code for Instructional Structure and Student Academic Response (MS-CISSAR), to
collect observational data. Data collection categories included academic and non-academic
activities, instructional groupings, teacher behaviors, teacher focus, and student responses. A
primary finding was that students with SSN educated in the general education setting were
presented with a greater number of academic activities and received increased levels of one-toone instruction. This was in comparison to students educated in self-contained setting who had
greater access to instruction based on functional life skills. (Logan & Keefe, 1997).
Logan and Malone (1998) also used an adapted version of the MS-CISSAR in their
observations of 29 elementary students with SSN. Their goal was to analyze observational data
across variables in relation to student engagement and instruction when educated in the general
education setting. Overall, they found that the students in their sample were engaged in more
academic activities in comparison to functional activities throughout the observations. While this
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study observed academic activities, it was not clear if they were engaged in the same activities as
their peers and if instruction related to the general education curriculum.
This limitation prompted Bashinski and Wehmeyer (2002) to create the Access CISSAR,
an expanded version of the MS-CISSAR. The new version captured characteristics related to the
general education curriculum as well as adaptations and modifications seen during observations.
Using the Access CISSAR, Soukup et al. (2007) observed students with SSN in relation to how
they accessed the general education curriculum. They observed that students with higher rates of
inclusion worked on grade-level standards in 83% of the recorded intervals. This was in
comparison to 46% for students with low levels of inclusion (i.e., those who spent the majority
of their day in self-contained classrooms).
Most recently, Toews et al. (2020) updated the EBASS creating the Eco-Behavioral
Classroom Assessment Tool (ECAT). Similar to the MS-CISSAR and Access CISSAR, the
ECAT is an observational tool used to understand characteristics of student, teacher, and
classroom variables across educational contexts. Toews et al. (2020) used the ECAT to observe
the characteristics of these variables across 10 elementary and middle school students with
significant support needs educated in general education settings. They also wanted to see how
student, teacher, and classroom variables affected students with complex communication needs.
Overall, they learned that students educated in general education contexts were highly engaged
in academic content with substantial access to the general education curriculum. They also
observed adaptations being implemented to help students access and learn the curriculum. Peer
assistance was observed as a natural occurrence in the classrooms and overall distractions were
relatively low. On the other hand, students with complex communication needs had less
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opportunities to learn due to limited access to communication supports, higher levels of break
time, and increased competing behaviors.
Observational data collected through the use of eco-behavioral assessment tools have
been successfully used to identify different variables connected to student, teacher, and
classroom behaviors. The main source of data analyzed for this study were collected using the
ECAT during the parent study (i.e., Factors Contributing to Academic, Social/communication,
and Behavioral Outcomes for Elementary Students with the Most Significant Cognitive
Disabilities). For this study, the data collected from the ECAT observational tool were utilized to
provide insights on how general education teachers incorporate UDL, individual adaptations,
communication supports, and embedded IEP goals, to ensure students with SSN were being
provided optimal OTL the general education curriculum during literacy instructional
opportunities. Student behaviors were identified through how they responded during instruction,
competing behaviors, and their focus throughout a lesson. Teacher behaviors were identified
through their academic actions, the students they were focused on during instruction, and type of
reinforcement or correction behaviors implemented toward students. Finally, classroom
ecologies were identified through the instructional grouping of students, distractions taking place
in the classroom, how peers were involved with the student with SSN, materials used with all
students during instruction, and specific adaptations for the student with SSN. When triangulated
with additional data sources, the ECAT observational data provided insights on facilitators and
barriers to a student’s OTL the general education curriculum within general education settings.
Chapter Summary
Chapter two began with a brief encapsulation of the history of literacy practices for
students with SSN with the most recent recommendations of using grade-level general education

43
curriculum with the use of supports and adaptations within the general education classroom.
Next, supported inclusive practices were examined through the current literature on exemplary
inclusive schools in relation to the tenets of natural placement settings, learning together, and
supports for all. This was followed by a discussion on the four components of the amended OTL
framework (i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and student IEP goals).
Finally, the literature using observational data collection was introduced as it relates to the
primary source of data analyzed in this study.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to examine how students with significant support needs
were provided opportunities to learn grade-level curriculum related to literacy when educated in
the general education classroom. A qualitative multi-case study approach was used to seek a
deeper understanding of what was similar and different between individual cases that facilitated
or acted as barriers to students with significant support needs (SSN) and their opportunities to
learn (OTL) literacy skills in the general education classroom. The following chapter will include
the research questions followed by the theoretical perspective that guided this study. Within this
section, the lens in which the researcher approached the study will be explained in order to
provide context behind the motivation of the study and potential biases held by the researcher.
Next, since this study is part of a larger research effort, the parent study for this investigation will
be delineated. This will be followed by the specific methodology used for the study in terms of
research design, participants, data synthesis, and data analysis. Finally, steps that were taken to
increase the trustworthiness of the findings will be discussed including additional ethical
considerations that were adhered to throughout the research process.
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Research Questions
The following research questions will guide this study:
Q1

What OTL literacy content is provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting?

Q2

What attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP
goals facilitate or act as barriers to OTL in relation to literacy skills within the
general education curriculum for students with SSN?
Philosophical Assumptions

The epistemology and theoretical perspective of a qualitative study are the philosophical
assumptions the researcher used to guide all aspects of the study. The epistemology refers to the
foundation of beliefs which guides how meaning is constructed by the researcher (Crotty, 2015).
Another term for epistemology is philosophical worldview which described by Creswell (2014)
is the “general philosophical orientation about the world and the nature of research that a
researcher brings to the study” (p. 6). The epistemology incorporated within this study will be
symbolic interactionism.
Epistemology
Symbolic interactionism is grounded in the belief that individuals give meaning to
materials, people, communication, relationships, etc. based on their own social interactions with
them (Crotty, 2015). Therefore, meanings that are given to a specific interaction may be altered
at any time as the individual experiences and interprets new interactions. The aim of inquiry
within the symbolic interactionist point of view lies in understanding the symbolic world in
which the research subject lives (Crotty, 2015).
Congruent with symbolic interaction theory (Crotty, 2015), this study was guided by the
principle of seeking a deeper understanding of how students participate, interact, and experience
OTL literacy skills in the general education classroom. Specifically, the researcher focused on
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literacy as symbols and the interaction between students with SSN and their opportunities to
learn the enacted curriculum related to literacy when taught with their same age peers in the
general education setting. This was accomplished through the generation of patterns and themes,
while always being conscience of the interpretive lens and preconceived assumptions held
throughout the analysis.
Theoretical Perspective
Transparency regarding theoretical perspective can offer readers and the researcher
deeper insights into the chosen methodology of the study (Crotty, 2015) including the
assumptions the researcher holds and the lens they look through to interpret the meaning of the
research findings. The theoretical perspective used to guide this study was disability theory. The
manner in which society conceptualizes disability has critical implications for the purpose of
education and how students with SSN receive access to the general education curriculum and
inclusion within the school community (Baglieri et al., 2011). Disability theory focuses on
disability as a socially constructed phenomenon (Baglieri et al., 2011) driving exclusionary
practices and restrictions with respect to students with disabilities, these being generated by the
beliefs and values of society (Haegele & Hodge, 2016). In the past, society focused on disability
as a medical problem and thus the individual having a deficit needed to be fixed (Shogren et al.,
2017).
When incorporating disability theory as an interpretive lens, disability is identified as
differences in how a student learns rather than a deficit inherent to a specific disability label
(Creswell, 2013). The goal becomes to embrace differences as a natural part of society and the
classroom and to address these differences through meeting the needs of all students (Baglieri &
Knopf, 2004). Inclusive practices become the norm as all students are a part of the school
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community and contribute to the classroom environment. Teachers approach learning differences
as they plan lessons through the incorporation of universal design for learning (Kurth et al.,
2015), differentiating instruction (Baglieri & Knopf, 2004), and accommodations and
modifications (Olson et al., 2016). These tenants of disability theory were applied throughout the
study as the researcher sought to understand the characteristics of UDL, individual adaptations,
communication supports, and IEP goals that facilitated or acted as barriers to OTL literacy skills
within the general education curriculum for students with SSN.
Researcher Lens
The phenomena selected to be studied through qualitative methods are typically related to
the experiences, beliefs, and values of the researcher. Therefore, objectivity can be difficult to
achieve in qualitative analysis, and it is recommended that the researcher be reflective of his/her
pre-conceived beliefs, values, and experiences (Brantlinger et al., 2005). This acknowledgement
provides increased transparency of the researcher’s past experiences in order to increase the
trustworthiness of the findings for the study (Creswell, 2013).
As a researcher, I have experienced conducting qualitative research and analyzing data
through thematic analysis. As a practitioner in the field of special education for seven years, I
have witnessed the inequity of students with SSN not having access to the general education
curriculum related to literacy. Furthermore, the literacy available is often significantly below
what is acceptable for their grade level. These experiences have been the drive behind my current
research on literacy learning for students with SSN. Additionally, I believe that access and
inclusion are inseparable. Therefore, in order for students with significant support needs to have
access to grade level literacy curriculum, they must be included in the general education
classroom. These beliefs are also woven with the understanding that inclusive education is not
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always done well or based on best practices. Therefore, just because a student with SSN is in the
general education classroom does not mean they automatically have the OTL literacy. It is
through this lens that I approached the data for this study. Finally, due to potential bias in the
data analysis, a peer reviewer provided insights throughout the data analysis.
Parent Study for this Investigation
The data for this study came from a larger study that was approved and funded by the
Institute of Education Sciences (IES). The IES is a branch of the US Department of Education
which provides federal grant monies for the purpose of education research. The parent study
investigated the impact of student placement on the academic, behavioral, and
social/communication outcomes across four different classroom settings (i.e., inclusive, resource,
self-contained, and separate schools). Co-principle investigators for this study were from five
university systems; University of Northern Colorado, University of Kansas, University of North
Carolina at Greensboro, University of Wyoming, and the University of New Mexico. The study
reported in this manuscript was approved by the full team of co-principle investigators.
A primary purpose of the parent study was to examine learning conditions and learning
results across the different placements as they existed and changed across the year. Data
collection for the parent study took place in fall 2019 and spring 2020 across multiple states and
research teams. The fall data collection process included obtaining informed consent for all
participants, collecting demographic data, IEP data, additional survey data, and the first round of
observational data. The spring data collection was in the beginning stages as schools across the
country started closing due to the global pandemic, COVID-19. All research teams were
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instructed to cease taking data until further notice. Due to the longevity of the pandemic, data
collection did not resume. Therefore, data collected in the fall of 2019 were utilized for this
study.
There were 117 students in the parent study, drawn from 59 schools across 36 local
education agencies in the United States. The Census Bureau regions of the country represented in
our sample included the Mid-Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic,
Mountain, and the Pacific Division. A total of 146 teachers, 65 general educators and 81 special
educators, completed surveys and/or participated in other ways in the study.
The students represented and were respectively assigned one of four placement settings.
Placement A included students with SSN from schools where they were represented in natural
proportions (i.e., approximately 1% of total school enrollees) and spent 80% or more of the
school day within the general education classroom. Placement B included students with SSN
from schools who were disproportionately represented (i.e., 2% or greater of total school
enrollees) and spent 40% to 79% of the school day inside the general education classroom.
Placement C included students with SSN from schools who were disproportionately represented
(i.e., 2% or greater of total school enrollees) and spent 40% or less of the school day inside the
general education classroom. Placement D included students with SSN educated in a selfcontained classroom in a separate school where they spent no time in the general education
setting.
The student sample was selected based on the following criteria: (a) categorized within
the 1% of students who participate in their state’s alternate assessment due to the severity of their
cognitive impairment (Morningstar et al., 2017); (b) an IDEA classification of autism,
intellectual disability, or multiple disabilities (Brock & Schaefer, 2015); (c) currently eligible for
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special education services and receiving services through an IEP; (d) elementary aged student
between 5- and 12-years-old at the start of the study; and (e) consistent school attendance.
A number of assessment tools were used to collect data related to hypothetical mediators
and moderators of educational placement for each of the participants. The assessments used in
the larger study assessed possible mediators and moderators of placement at several levels: (a)
characteristics of students and their programs and services, (b) characteristics of classrooms, both
general education and self-contained, and (c) parameters of schools and districts serving the
students.
The parent study is examining major findings and a number of articles are underway. For
instance, Jackson et al. (in press) utilized descriptive analysis to identify patterns across and
between the different placement levels in effort to understand education opportunities for
students with SSN as they are related to classroom ecologies. Overall findings revealed possible
relationships between a number of ecological variables and placement levels. First, student
opportunities and experiences appear to systematically vary in relation to the amount of access
they have to general education classrooms, favoring the less restrictive settings. For example,
students in more restrictive placements had less access to the general education curriculum; less
peer-assisted learning from other students during academic instruction; less time receiving
academic instruction; less control over the instructional processes; and less exposure to age/grade
level curricula and materials. Second, the application of the Least Restrictive Environment
process, with its implicit endorsement of segregated settings and specialized programs, might in
fact negatively impact the education of students with SSN.
For the purpose of the present study, data collected from five assessments tools during
the parent study were analyzed, including the (a) Eco-Behavioral Classroom Assessment Tool
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(ECAT), (b) Academic & Communication Assessment Survey (ACAS), (c) Individual Education
Plan (IEP), (d) Student Demographic Survey, and (e) Classroom Demographic Survey. Data
derived from these tools provided information at the student and classroom levels and are
described below.
Eco-Behavioral Classroom
Assessment Tool
The Eco-Behavioral Classroom Assessment Tool (ECAT) (Kurth & Lockman Turner,
2019) is an app-based (i.e., Apple/Android accessible) observational system capturing the ecobehavioral characteristics of an individual student’s participation and learning interactions,
created with multiple contexts in mind (i.e., general education classrooms and special education
classrooms). The instrument is a revised version of the Eco-Behavioral Assessment Systems
Software (EBASS) which included three separate instruments: The Code for Instructional
Structure and Student Academic Response (CISSAR), the Eco-Behavioral System for Complex
Analyses of Preschool Environments (ESCAPE), and the Mainstream Version of CISSAR (MSCISSAR) (Greenwood et al., 1994).
The ECAT assessment system has three sections. Part A addresses participant
demographics such as student ID, teacher ID, and grade level. Part B assesses classroom
demographics including total number of students in the class, number of adults in the class, the
target student’s assigned seat, and the class subject. Lastly, Part C applies a partial interval
recording system that samples specific characteristics of a student’s participation in the class in
which the observations are taking place. As shown in Figure 1, the observation/recording process
addressed three conceptual groupings of eco-behavioral events: the behavior of the student, the
behavior of the educator(s), and aspects of the immediate ecology that related to the student’s
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participation. Recording options are represented in the categories shown in Figure 1, which are
detailed further in Appendix A. All data were collected on iPads belonging to the parent project.
As applied within the parent project, data collectors set in advance the dates and times
that they would be observing in a participating student’s classroom. Upon entering the
classroom, they completed the data entry requirements of Part A and Part B then started the
observation period. Once real-time observations began, the observer moved sequentially through
the categories shown in Figure 1, beginning with academic responses. The system used a 20second observation period followed by a 20-second recording period for each category, such that
a full cycle of observations across all 12 categories were completed in 8 minutes. This cycle was
repeated four times, such that a full set of observations covered thirty-two minutes.
Figure 1
Eco-Behavioral Classroom Assessment Tool Conceptual Groupings and Categories

Student
Behavior

•Academic response
•Competing response
•Student focus

Educator
Behavior

•Educator Definition
•Educator academic action
•Educator focus
•Educator behavioral action

Ecology

•Instructional groupings
•Distractions
•Peer assisted learning
•Access academic content
•Accommodations & modifications

The observer selected among the variables within each category that are shown in
Appendix A. For instance, the academic response category included the following variable
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options: writing, math, reading, talking academic content, watching/listening, transitioning/task
management, other, no content response, or target student is out of the room or on a break. If a
student was reading and writing at any point during the 20-second interval, the observer would
select both of these variables. Other variables - no content response or student out of the room or
on a break-- had to be observed for the full 20-second interval to be selected.
Additional questions were asked each time the observer completed one cycle through the
twelve categories. Questions were different after the first, second, third, and last round.
Depending on the question, the observer could either type additional information or select from a
menu option. One question allowed the observer to type in the activities the target student
participated in throughout the 32-minute cycle. There was not a requirement for how much to
include for this question, therefore, additional information varied depending on the particular
observer collecting data. Information ranged from short phrases (e.g., worked on presentation) to
more detailed insights (e.g., student was participating in morning meeting that included reading,
greetings, letter sounds, numbers, and days of the week). Another question asked about the task
the target student worked on during the observation. For instance, the observer may have entered
social studies in Part B for the subject taking place. If the student was reading and writing during
social studies, the observer would be able to select these actions. This was important because the
student’s academic response category might not have captured reading and writing actions
during the interval itself; however, this question allowed the recorder to provide additional
insight on the academic actions of the student. The other two questions included drop down
menus for materials and supports used in the classroom, and choices the students were allowed to
make during instruction.
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All observers, including myself, were trained on how to use the ECAT. A rigorous
reliability process and expectations were put into place before one could begin formal data
collection. Training followed four phases. First, data collectors attended an all-day large group
workshop held early in the fall of 2019. Second, definitions of conceptual groups, categories, and
variable were memorized, tested, and scoring a 100% before moving to the next phase. Third, a
practice video analysis was completed with 90% reliability. Fourth, teams of data collectors were
required to obtain a score of 85% inter-rater reliability for at least 10 hours of data collection in
practice schools. Data for the ECAT were then collected for each student in the parent study for
at least five complete cycles in the fall of 2019. The classrooms that students were observed in
depended on each students’ placement setting. Students in Placement A (i.e., data used for
current study) were to be observed only during instruction that took place within inclusive
settings. Data collected by the ECAT observational tool were mostly quantitative, and stored in a
secure, online data base managed by the University of Kansas.
Academic and Communication
Assessment Survey
The Academic and Communication Assessment Survey (ACAS, Appendix B) is a 49item survey which provides information about the communication, mathematics, literacy, and
science skills of students with SSN. This instrument is a revised version of the First Contact
Survey, Personal Needs Profile (Nash et al., 2016) which has been used to assess student
information for those taking the alternate assessment. The ACAS provides a more
comprehensive assessment of current skills in each of the areas and has the potential to show
progression of skills over time. Information provided is in relation to observations of what
students have done in the past or are currently able to do at the time of survey completion. The
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ACAS was completed through direct entry into the Qualtrics survey by either the general or
special education teachers depending on who was most responsible for the student.
The ACAS assessed communication competencies for expressive language including
primary mode of communication (e.g., verbal, sign language, augmentative and alternate
communication), extent of expressive vocabulary, length of communication (i.e., meaning and
intent of message), and use of communication in naturalistic school settings. Communication
competencies were also assessed for receptive language. A number of communicative behaviors
(e.g., recognizing, matching, pointing, performing actions, responding, following directions)
were assessed by the frequency the student demonstrated each of the skills. Additionally,
receptive skills addressed conversational understanding related to immediate events or
experiences, past events or experiences, and educational or academic instructional experiences.
The ACAS assessed academic skills (i.e., reading, writing, math, and science) by the
frequency the student demonstrated a particular skill. Frequency options included (a) never or
almost never (0%-20% of the time), (b) occasionally (21%-50% of the time), (c) frequently
(51%-80% of the time), and (d) consistently (more that 80% of the time). Reading included skills
such as recognizing visual or tactile symbols, looking through familiar books, matching sounds
to symbols, following a routine through video or pictures, reading of text, comprehension of text,
and ability to explain text. Writing included skills such as making marks or scribbles, copying or
tracing letters and words, writes using word banks, writes to convey simple experiences, and
produces paragraphs through writing. Math included skills such as identifying shapes, counting,
adding, subtracting, time, use of schedules, and word problems. Science included skills such as
sorting, identifying same and different, patterns, comparing findings, using evidence as support,
and cause and effect relationships. Each academic area was also assessed in terms of the
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student’s approximate instructional level. The ACAS was submitted through Qualtrics, placed in
student files and stored in a password protected shared, online space.
Individual Education Plan
Students’ current Individual Education Plan (IEP) at the time data collection began in
2019 were reviewed for specific information and entered into a Qualtrics link for later evaluation
(Appendix C). Information collected from the IEP included (a) basic demographics; (b) present
levels of performance for communication skills, reading skills, writing skills, math skills,
behavior skills, and social skills; (c) related services, hours per week the student received related
services, and any additional special services; (d) adaptations and modifications listed on the IEP
and if they were used for instruction and/or testing; and (e) IEP goals as listed on the individual
education plan.
Researchers collected IEP data for each student at the school site. Data were collected by
directly entering information into a Qualtrics survey or a link located on the same application as
the ECAT. IEP data were entered verbatim for each of the questions. Once the IEP data were
submitted, it was placed in the student’s file in PDF format and stored in a password protected
online, shared space.
Student Demographic Survey
The Student Demographic Survey (Appendix D) was composed of 24 questions
addressing basic descriptive data of the participating student. Questions addressed student
characteristics (e.g., disability status, gender, age, language), placement (e.g., educational setting,
academic and non-academic time with peers), supports (e.g., personnel, materials, grades), and
type of curriculum (e.g., general education, Literacy: Unique to You, Equals, PCI Reading
Program). The survey was completed via direct entry into the Qualtrics survey by the teacher
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most responsible for the education of the target student. For students spending 80% or more of
the school day in the general education setting, this could be either the general education teacher
or the special education teacher. Final data for this survey were entered electronically through a
Qualtrics survey link, placed the student’s file, and stored in a password protected online, shared
space.
Classroom Demographic Survey
The Classroom Demographic Survey (Appendix E) was composed of 26 questions and
provided basic descriptive data addressing characteristics of the target student’s classroom. The
general education teacher of students in placement A, those spending 80% or more of the school
day within the general education classroom, completed the Classroom Demographic Survey. The
general and special education teacher completed this survey for students in placement B. Finally,
the special education teacher completed this survey for students in Placement C and D.
Questions addressed teacher information (e.g., gender, age, years of teaching, certification),
student characteristics in their classroom (e.g., number of students, number with IEPs), staffing
and how often they were present in the classroom (e.g., special education teacher,
paraprofessionals, volunteers, related service providers), and teaching approaches and how often
they were used during their instruction (e.g., co-teaching, small group, whole group). The survey
was direct entry into Qualtrics by the general or special education teacher.
Informed Consent
The initial Institutional Review Board (IRB) process was completed by the project’s
principal investigator from the Kansas University Center on Developmental Disabilities at the
University of Kansas. Upon IRB approval, each additional co-principal investigator submitted
for IRB approval at their corresponding university. The University of Northern Colorado IRB
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approved the study (see Appendix G). This study falls within the purview of the original
University of Northern Colorado approved IRB; that is, all data accessed during this study were
fully approved and protected via IRB procedures conducted at the outset and throughout the
parent investigation.
Consistent with IRB requirements, informed consent was collected for all participants.
Participants were primarily recruited through district level personnel and/or the submission of the
individual school district’s formal request to conduct research. Once the initial request was
approved, signed consent was required from participating district and school administrators,
special education teachers, general education teachers if applicable, and all parents of the
participating student prior to initiating data collection. Participants were provided detailed
information about the purpose, risks, and benefits of the study. They were also informed of
measures to ensure confidentiality of data and their right to leave the study at any time. All data
were stored in a password protected shared online space. This space was monitored by the
University of Kansas in conjunction of the University of Utah. All students, teachers, schools,
and districts were assigned a number for confidentiality.
Data Release Process
The data from the parent study were utilized for a number of different projects, first of
which was to address the intent of the IES grant project. Therefore, all data went through a
cleansing process by project statisticians and released to the larger group of researchers as they
were completed. Data from the ACAS, demographic surveys, and IEP were available earlier in
the cleansing process. However, ECAT data were released several months after this researcher
had selected participants for this study. This resulted in some obstacles in relation to the student
selection process. Further details are provided under participants in a forthcoming section.
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Qualitative Design
The research questions for this study were addressed through a qualitative, multiple case
approach. The use of a case study as an empirical research method within the realm of
educational research provides a “holistic and real-world perspective” (Yin, 2018, p. 5) of the
phenomenon being addressed. Furthermore, the identification and study of multiple cases are
used when the researcher desires to study what is similar and different about the cases to better
understand the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). When using a multiple case study analysis, each
case must be bound together by a specific phenomenon otherwise known as a quintain (Stake,
2006). For the purposes of this study, the quintain (i.e., collective target) was identified as a
student with significant support needs and their opportunity to learn grade-level curriculum
related to literacy when educated in the general education classroom.
Participant Selection
Purposeful maximal sampling was utilized to select five bounded cases for the purpose of
exploring OTL literacy within the general education classroom for students with SSN. This
sampling process allowed for the identification of cases that differed from one another (Creswell,
2013) in relation to individual skill and instructional levels across literacy competencies. Cases
were selected from the larger sample of the parent study in which students with SSN participated
in the general education classroom for 80% or more of the school day and were represented in
natural proportions with approximately no more than 1% of total school enrollees being students
with SSN. Five students with various literacy skills and instructional levels were selected from
the 35 students that fit this placement category.
First, approximate instructional levels for reading and writing were determined for each
of the 35 students as reported by their teachers in the ACAS (see Appendix B, Questions 32 &
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34, respectively). There were six categories to choose from for reading and writing instructional
levels (i.e., does not read words in print, reads only a few words or up to pre-primer level, primer
to first grade level, above first grade level to second grade level, above second grade level to
third grade level, and above third grade level). Students missing reading and writing information
were eliminated from the selection pool. Additionally, the last two levels (i.e., above second
grade to third grade and above third grade) were collapsed due to the small number of students
fitting each of these categories. Figure 2 shows the participant selection process from the
beginning selection pool of 35 students down to the number of qualifying participants for each
literacy level.
Next, missing data for each remaining student were taken into account across measures to
be analyzed for this study. Students were excluded if they had less than the five required
observational periods required for a full set of the ECAT data. This information was located in a
spreadsheet kept by the project manager responsible for updating progress towards completion of
data throughout the parent study. Students were also excluded if one or more of the other
instruments were missing from their data file. For instance, if a student did not have a classroom
demographic survey in their file, they were excluded from this study. However, missing data
within the ACAS, IEP Tool, and demographic surveys (i.e., an item or two were not answered)
was not used as a rationale for removing a participant from the pool.
Figure 2
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Participant Selection Process
35 students

33 students

26 students

Students missing
ACAS data (n = 2)

Students missing
ECAT Data (n = 4)

Does not read any words in print
(n = 6)

Students missing
one or more
surveys (n = 3)

Only a few words or up to preprimer (n = 7)
Primer - first grade (n = 7)
Above 1st - 2nd grade (n = 3)
Above second grade (n = 3)

Final selections were based on students having distinct differences in literacy
competencies. For instance, students were chosen that were both close to their grade level and
significantly below grade level. Communication supports were also considered throughout this
part of the process to ensure at least two students with AAC listed on their individual education
plans were included as final participants. One student was selected from each respective literacy
level (see Table 1). The final five students each represented single case for the examination of
similarities and differences in how they were provided OTL grade-level curriculum related to
literacy when educated in the general education classroom.
As mentioned in the data release process, ECAT data were released several months after
the participant selection process for this study. Students in Placement A (i.e., students in this
study) were supposed to be observed in the general education setting for all five observation
cycles. However, in some cases, observers viewed their students not in a general education
setting but rather in a special education classroom. Therefore, these students were disqualified
for this study. After all exclusions, the researcher was able to identify five students representing
each of the literacy levels described above. Table 1 identifies each of the reading levels and
demographic characteristics for the participating students. Disability levels reported in Table 1
were identified in the IEP and were considered the primary disability level by the IEP team. Each
of the students were from different schools and represented different states across the US.
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Table 1
Student Reading Levels and Demographics
Student

Literacy Level

Communication

Grade Level

Disability

School
Location

Region

Uriah

No words in print

Eye-gaze,
vocalization

3rd

OHI

City

West

Makenna

A few words to preprimer

Verbal speech,
pictures

Kindergarten

ID

City

West

Brenden

Primer to 1st grade

AAC,
vocalizations

6th

MD, OI

City

West

Zoey

1st to 2nd grade

PECS

Kindergarten

Autism

Suburb

Northeast

Grayson

2nd to 3rd grade

Verbal speech,
AAC

3rd

MD

City

West

Note: AT = Assistive Technology; AAC = Augmentative & Alternative Communication; PECS = Picture Exchange
Communication System; OHI = Other Health Impairment; ID = Intellectual Disability; MD = Multiple Disabilities;
OI = Orthopedic Impairment

Data Synthesis
The practice of incorporating multiple sources of data is highly recommended for any
variation of case study research (Yin, 2018). This practice provides the opportunity for the
researcher to collect and analyze an increased breadth and depth of information from the
participants, providing greater insights about the phenomenon being studied. Additionally, the
triangulation of several types of data provides a convergence of evidence and thus increases the
strength of the findings (Yin, 2018). This study followed these principles by utilizing the
following types of data collected in the parent study: (a) observation data, (b) academic survey
information (c) document analysis, and (d) demographic surveys.
Microsoft Excel spreadsheets were created for each of the students. Files for the five
selected participants were transferred out of the secured storage, and each student was given a
pseudonym. Individual profiles were created for participants consistent with the instrument
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themselves. This information was in narrative form, which provided a basis for qualitative
analysis.
Students’ individual profiles were created using the following steps. First, the responses
to the IEP Tool were inserted into the first tab of the spreadsheet similar to the layout in Figure 3.
This format allowed data to be sorted and organized by skill and/or topic (e.g., all reading related
information). Furthermore, it allowed the researcher access to information by categories to
synthesize the data further across all data sources. This process was then followed for the ACAS,
classroom demographic survey, and student demographic survey.
Figure 3
Data Synthesis Process for Individual Education Plan Data
Basic Student
Information

Communication

Grade

Present level for
communication

Disability

Communication
goals

Social Skills &
Behavior Skills

Present level for
social & behavior
skills

Reading Skills

Writing Skills

Present level for
reading

Present level for
writing

Reading goals

Writing goals

Accommodations
& Modifications

Individual supports
listed on IEP

Social & behavior
goals

The next step in the data synthesis process consisted of grouping together similar data
across all four of these instruments. This process involved creating seven tables (i.e., student
information, classroom characteristics, general education information, individual supports,
communication, reading, and writing) in a continuous document for each student. Information
from the student’s Excel spreadsheet were copied over to the corresponding table in the new
document. For instance, the table labeled reading, included (a) strengths listed in the present
level of the IEP in the area of reading; (b) reading skills identified by the student’s teacher in the
ACAS; (c) reading goals listed in the student’s IEP; and (d) any other information recorded in
the IEP related to reading (i.e., supports, etc.). The main purpose of this process was to
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synthesize data by related information; however, it was also utilized for triangulation of data
(discussed later in this chapter).
Eco-Behavioral Classroom Assessment Tool
The ECAT observational tool was the primary source of data for this study. This tool was
able to capture possible literacy content addressed within classroom instruction. Due to the
nature of the tool, evidence of literacy activity had to be evaluated through a sequential process.
Raw data for each variable in the ECAT were reported in numerical form (0 - no; 1- yes);
nevertheless, each variable had a definition provided in the manual (Kurth & Lockman Turner,
2019), and this provided the basis for interpreting the data qualitatively.
The first step was to go through all cycles of ECAT data for a student and pull out the yes
responses for each variable, which could then be linked back to the definitions providing the
qualitative representation of the information. Table 2 identifies the categories and variables for
the Student Behavior conceptual grouping in the ECAT. As mentioned above, each of these
variables had a qualitative description in the manual.

Table 2
Conceptual Grouping for Student Behavior
Student Behavior
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Category
Variable

Academic Response

Competing Response

Student Focus

Writing

Aggression

Paraprofessional

Math

Disrupting Others

General Education Teacher

Reading

Engaging in Inappropriate Task

Special Education Teacher

Talking Academic Content

No Competing Response

Peer with Disability

Watching/Listening
Transitioning

Target Student is out of the Room
or on a Break

Peer without a Disability
Related Service Provider

Other

Other

No Content Response

No Human Focus

Target Student is out of the
Room or on a Break

Target Student is out of the
Room or on a Break

Once all the “yes” variables were identified and inserted into each student’s table, the
codebook could then be used to write qualitative information about what was happening during
observations. For instance, if a student was observed (a) writing, (b) no competing responses,
and (c) focused on the general education teacher and peer without a disability, the following
would be taken from the ECAT Codebook:
The Target Student is observed marking academic materials (e.g., worksheets, lined
papers) with a writing utensil such as pencil, pen, marker, or crayon, OR using
technology to compose or write. Writing with the support of accommodations such as
dictation, word bank selection, picture or object selection should be coded here. No
competing (interfering) behaviors by the Target Student are observed, or no academic
engagement is expected during the entire 20s interval. The Target Student is working or
interacting (individually or in a group) with a general education teacher. The general
education teacher is credentialed to teach elementary education. The Target Student is
working or interacting (individually or in a group) with a peer who does not have a
known disability, or does not appear to have a disability (Kurth & Lockman Turner,
2019, pp. 30-33).
Once these steps were completed, data specifically related to literacy opportunities were
pulled out in the following order. If English Language Arts was selected, the data from that
observation cycle were included for analysis. If English Language Arts was not selected, the next
step was to look at the variables selected within an observation cycle. Any cycle that had one of
the following academic responses were then included for analysis: (a) writing, (b) reading, (c)
talking academic content, or (d) watching/listening. Additionally, any cycle which was described
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by observers as being literacy instruction or literacy action, were also included. As previously
noted, these data provided the qualitative material based on the definitions provided in the
manual. Additionally, comments from the observers, when provided, often added richness to
these data.
Once all the ECAT data for analysis were identified, each instance of literacy including
all information related to what the student was doing (e.g., academic response, competing
response, teacher instructing, class supports, student supports, etc.) were combined and inserted
into tables. The combination of all this information, perceived as qualitative description, formed
the basic data units. To augment the qualitative analysis, percentage values for all ECAT items
were calculated for each student. Percentages were connected to the number of intervals a
variable (e.g., academic response, competing response, student focus) was observed across all
ECAT observations. These data allowed the researcher to make comparisons between
participants in the amount of OTL provided.
Data Analysis
In a multiple case study, the purpose of the data analysis is to identify the commonalities
and differences of the quintain (i.e., collective target) in relation to the research questions (Stake,
2006). For this to happen, the researcher must conduct an in-depth within-case analysis in which
evidence of the quintain is described through context and description (Creswell, 2013). Stake
(2006) suggests the use of thematic analysis at the within-case and cross-case levels to “preserve
the main research questions” (p.40). Thematic analysis is a method used to pull out detailed and
meaningful data for qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This study used Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) steps of thematic analysis to analyze each of the five individual cases. Once the
within-case analysis was completed, thematic analysis was utilized at the cross-case level. This
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allowed the researcher to draw assertions and answer the research questions related to OTL grade
level curriculum related to literacy when students with SSN were educated with their same age
peers in the general education classroom.
Within-Case Analysis
The within-case data analysis followed an inductive process (Creswell, 2013). Each of
the five cases were analyzed individually, moving through the six phases of thematic analysis
delineated by Braun and Clarke (2006). All six phases were completed for one student before
moving on to the next student. The researcher identified themes within a case to capture the
essences of the data as it pertained to the research questions. Due to the inductive nature of the
within case analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), themes were configured to each specific case
thereby not necessarily matching the themes of other cases.
The first phase was to familiarize oneself with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This
entailed actively reading and rereading all of the data for an individual case. All data had been
synthesized into one document allowing the researcher the ability to read through everything at
one time. The researcher actively read through the data, writing down thoughts and questions as
they arose. The second time reading the data, the researcher took notes and highlighted items
related to patterns that were becoming evident throughout the data. During the third read, the
researcher specifically focused on the observation data from the ECAT and patterns that were
evident and connected to previous patterns during previous readings.
The second phase involved generating initial codes for the data using procedures by
Braun and Clarke (2006). A list of codes was created based on patterns that become evident to
the researcher. All data were reviewed and placed with as many codes that were relevant. As data
were being identified in relation to the various codes, it was possible that similar codes would be
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collapsed together. This happened when there were not enough data for a code or two codes had
the same or very similar data.
The third phase of analysis started by reading through the data, now collated in relation to
the coding system, on a broader scale and searching for overarching themes and subthemes. As
themes were identified by the researcher new tables were created, data were reorganized
according to these identified themes and subthemes. Phase three ended with the beginning draft
of a visual representation of the data, a thematic map.
The fourth phase was a two-step process. First, previously identified themes were
reviewed by the researcher reading through the new sets of collated data from phase three. This
involved looking at the themes in light of the entire set of data helping to ensure themes
accurately represent the case as a whole. The second step included rearranging any of the themes
or coded data that appeared problematic. Coding, recoding, and refinement of the thematic map
continued throughout this part of phase four. This phase concluded with a clear picture of each
theme and how they intertwined to describe the case (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The fifth phase involved defining each of the themes and writing the analysis. Braun and
Clarke (2006) describe defining of themes as “identifying the ‘essence’ of what each theme is
about, and determining what aspect of the data each theme captures” (p. 22). The sixth and final
phase, which followed closely in conjunction with phase five, was completed when the
individual case for each participant was written in final draft form. These procedures were then
followed for each case until all five cases were completed. Figure 4 displays phase one through
six for one of the students in this study. The within-case analysis for each of the students are
presented in the research findings. Context related to their general education classroom and
literacy skills is discussed prior to the analysis of each students’ data.
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Figure 4
Thematic Analysis Coding Process for Zoey
Phase1:
Familiarize self
with data
Notes
for later
coding

•Active reading
•Repeated reading
•Search for meaning &
patterns

Phase 2:
Generate initial
codes

•9 initial codes
•Collate data by codes
•2 codes collapsed into other
codes- 7 remaining codes
Phase 3:
Search for
themes
Codes evolved
into themes

Create
Thematic
Map

•OTL Literacy
•Class level features
•Student level features
•OTL literacy during observations
•Barriers to OTL Literacy
•Class barriers
•Student barriers

Phase 4:
Review themes

•Review data for each theme
•Look at themes in relation to the
entire data set
•Rearrange themes & coded data as
problematic areas arise
•Revise thematic map

Phase 5: Define
and name themes
Phase 6: Write
final draft

•Final Themes:
•OTL literacy during
observations
•Barriers to OTL Literacy

Cross-Case Analysis
The cross-case analysis focused on the similarities and differences between the cases
allowing for assertions to be made in relation to the research questions (Stake, 2006). As
prescribed by Braun and Clarke (2006), this involved a deductive process as themes for the
analysis might change. Figure 5 shows this process.
Figure 5
Cross-Case Thematic Analysis: Coding Process for RQ 1
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Phase1:
Familiarize self
with data

•Active & repeated readings
•Looked at each case side-byside in relation to reasearch
questions

Themes &
Subthemes:
Within- Case
Phase 2:
Generate initial
codes

•RQ 1: Class level OTL, potential for
OTL literacy, OTL literacy, & missed
opportunities

Phase 3: Search
for themes
Codes evolved
into themes
Create
Thematic
Map

•RQ 1 Themes:
•OTL literacy
•Missed OTL literacy

Phase 4: Review
themes

•Review data for each theme
•Look at themes in relation to the
entire data set
•Rearage themes & coded data as
problematic areas arise
•Revise thematic map
Phase 5: Define
themes
Final themes for
cross-case
Phase 6:
Write final draft

•RQ1Final Themes
•Access to the
Classroom
Curriculum
•Instruction or
Activities Providing
Literacy
Opportunities
•Actual Attendance

The cross-case analysis addressed OTL at the classroom level in order to answer RQ1.
Components of classroom level opportunities to learn focused on the enacted curriculum which
is the actual instruction by the general education teacher, classroom materials, and student
grouping formats a teacher uses to teach the general education curriculum (Kurz et al., 2014). In
order to answer RQ2, the cross-case analysis shifted to a focus on opportunities to learn literacy
in relation to the similarities and differences between characteristics of provided UDL, individual
adaptations, communication supports, and embedded IEP goals. This analysis led to the
determination of how these student level factors facilitated or acted as barriers to students’ OTL
literacy skills within the general education curriculum.
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Themes and subthemes continued to be refined throughout the cross-case analysis. The
final version came together in phases five and six. Finally, a singular conceptual model acrosscases (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was created to show the configuration of how components
fused together to provide students with SSN the OTL the general education curriculum within
instructional contexts in which literacy skills are relevant. This model is visually represented
within the research findings.
Trustworthiness of Findings
The term trustworthiness within empirical qualitative research is often identified in terms
of the credibility and dependability of measures incorporated throughout a study (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Credibility and dependability are similar to establishing validity and reliability
most commonly used within the quantitative world (Brantlinger et al., 2005), however, with the
use of different processes and procedures (Creswell, 2014). Credibility or qualitative validity
refers to the process a researcher uses to ensure findings are accurate (e.g., data triangulation,
etc.) while dependability or qualitative reliability refers to the consistency of interpretations
across researchers (e.g., peer and expert review, audit trail) (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Efforts to
increase trustworthiness were taken during the syntheses, analysis, and reporting phases of the
research process through (a) data triangulation, (b) peer review, (c) and a detailed audit trail.
Data Triangulation
The triangulation of data provides strength and increased construct validity to the
findings within a qualitative study (Creswell, 2013). Construct validity refers to “the correct
operational measures for the concept being studied” (Yin, 2018, p. 42). Specific to multi-case
research, triangulation is typically used through the collection of multiple sources of evidence in
relation to the topic under investigation (Yin, 2018). Therefore, the researcher seeks to discover
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similar findings between the various sources to increase the strength of the methods employed
throughout the analysis and interpretation of data. When all evidence converges, the researcher is
more likely to convince others that the findings are trustworthy and free of personal bias (Stake,
2006).
The following study used triangulation through analyzing four sources of data including
(a) observation data (i.e.., ECAT), (b) academic survey information (i.e., ACAS), (c)
demographic surveys (i.e., student and classroom), and (d) document analysis (i.e., student IEP).
The observation data collected through the ECAT were the primary source of data for what
actually took place within the classroom and the student’s OTL the enacted curriculum within
inclusive literacy instructional contexts. The demographic surveys, ACAS, and student’s IEP
contributed to the corroboration of data between individual supports, instructional practices, and
student goals to the enacted curriculum that was delivered and identified through the
observational data.
Peer Review
Peer review of the data provides the researcher “critical feedback on descriptions,
analyses, and interpretations of a study’s results” (Brantlinger et al., 2005, p. 201). Merriam and
Tisdell (2016) suggests that this process includes providing the peer reviewer with access to the
raw data, provisional findings, and audit trail as a means to corroborate findings. The peer
reviewer for this study was a colleague with extensive experience associated with students with
SSN, familiarity with qualitative research, and understanding of inclusive education. The
researcher submitted the within case analysis of each student as they were completed. This
allowed the peer reviewer time to focus specifically on one student at a time. Documents
provided to the peer reviewer included the synthesized data tables, the documents for each phase
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in the analysis, and a draft of the overall findings for the student. The reviewer was asked to
provide comments and feedback on accuracy of themes, definition of themes and subthemes, and
overall continuity for each of the within case analyses. The researcher met with the peer reviewer
through a web-based platform in order to discuss each of the cases. There was an overall
consensus for all five of the cases. However, a number of comments were included in the
feedback for further analysis or clarity within the findings. For example, one suggestion related
to the themes and subthemes for one of the students. It was suggested to include additional
examples to ensure clarity related to the student's barriers to OTL literacy at the student level.
The cross-case analysis followed a similar process. Tables with the percentages from the
ECAT data were also provided to the peer reviewer. This allowed the reviewer a greater
understanding of the comparison across students. The reviewer identified that the themes,
subthemes, and definitions all connected to the research questions and were congruent with the
findings in the within case analysis for each of the students. The researcher and reviewer had
discussions on how the tables connected to the data and how to make them clear in the
manuscript. Ideas were also discussed related to areas that could be developed further or data
from the within case analyses that might make the findings stronger.
Audit Trail
The reliability of a qualitative study is essential as it accounts for the decisions made
throughout the research process and minimizes the potential biases held by the researcher
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018). One method to accomplish reliability in a qualitative
study is through the use of an audit trail. An audit trail provides detailed descriptions of the
researcher’s actions, thoughts, questions, and interpretations throughout the entire study. An
audit trail was compiled throughout the participant selection process, data synthesis, and data
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analysis of this research study. The audit trail consisted of (a) detailed personal introspection, (b)
evolving perspectives, and (c) methodological decisions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This
documentation and procedure allowed for greater transparency of the research process and
helped minimize researcher bias within the findings.
Ethical Considerations
A number of ethical considerations were honored throughout the course of the study. The
steps delineated in the approved University of Northern Colorado IRB (Appendix G) were
closely followed. As noted previously, participants in this study were all part of a larger study,
and all participants provided consent to be part of this study prior to any of the data collection.
Consent forms for all participants are on file and securely located in a password protected file
system. All teacher names, student names, schools, and districts were given identifying numbers
to allow for confidentially in all analysis and reporting of the data. These safeguards assured the
anonymity of all participants within my study.
Chapter Summary
In summary, this study was guided by the symbolic interactionist world view and
interpreted through the lens of disability theory using a multi-case study as the qualitative
research design. The quintain (i.e., collective target) was identified as students with SSN and
their OTL grade-level curriculum related to literacy when educated in the general education
classroom. Five cases were analyzed each consisting of an elementary aged student with SSN
who participated in the general education classroom for 80% or more of their school day.
Data from a larger IES study on the impact of placement were collected across multiple
sources including ECAT observational data, student and classroom demographic surveys, student
academic survey data, and IEP documents. The ECAT observational tool was the primary
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source of data capturing literacy instruction taking place in the classroom. Data were analyzed
using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method to thematic analysis. Each of the five cases was
analyzed individually to understand how students with SSN has OTL the general education
curriculum within literacy instructional contexts as they were situated within their own districts,
schools, and classrooms. Finally, the themes from these five individual cases were analyzed in
relation to the research questions identifying the commonalities and differences between cases
concluding with overall findings to answer the research questions set forth by this study. Each
step of the process included efforts to increase the trustworthiness of the final analysis including
(a) data triangulation, (b) peer review, and (c) a detailed audit trail. Ethical considerations were
upheld at every level of data collection and data analysis.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
The within-case analysis examined data from five students with significant support needs
(SSN) in efforts to understand how each student was provided opportunities to learn (OTL)
grade-level curriculum related to literacy when educated in the general education classroom.
Each of the five students represented a single case. Further, students represented different levels
of literacy knowledge ranging from a student who did not read print to a student reading up to a
3rd grade level. The Eco-Behavioral Classroom Assessment Tool (ECAT) was the primary
source of data capturing at least five cycles of observations per participating student. Additional
sources of data (i.e., Academic & Communication Assessment Survey (ACAS), Individual
Education Plan (IEP), and demographic surveys) were used to add insight to students’ strengths,
adaptations, and goals related to literacy. The researcher utilized thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) to analyze each individual case. As noted in Chapter 3, the within case analysis
focused on themes as they fit the individual cases, thereby not necessarily being the same across
cases.
The within-case analysis provides the findings from each individual case. Cases are
presented in order from a student who does not read and ending with a student who reads at the
second to third grade level. Each case is discussed in terms of (a) student information related to
context and literacy skills, and (b) the themes constructed by the researcher during the within
case analysis, which were based upon examining attributes that facilitated opportunities to learn
or acted as barriers to opportunities to learn.
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Within-Case Analysis
Reads No Words: Uriah
Uriah was a third-grade student who spent the majority of his time in the general
education classroom for academic and non-academic activities. Although Uriah met the criterion
to be included in this study (e.g., multiple disabilities), his individual education plan stated other
health impairment as the disability category under which he qualified for special education.
Student and classroom demographic surveys stated that he received instruction by the general
education teacher. The special education teacher was also in the classroom daily. The student
demographic survey stated that curriculum, instruction, and materials for Uriah were based on
his current age and grade level with adaptations and modifications identified in his individual
education plan. Uriah used multiple modes of communication including limited vocalizations,
eye-gaze, facial expressions, and some assistive technology. Uriah’s IEP team continued to seek
the best system for his communication. He enjoyed being with his peers. His IEP team noted that
he worked harder when he received encouragement from his peers. Uriah is an emergent reader
and writer. According to his individual education plan, he enjoyed listening to familiar stories
and would participate in shared stories by using a switch with a pre-recorded phrase or message.
Additionally, the ACAS survey indicated that he occasionally would point to pictures related to
what was being read and he would respond to critical events when listening to text.
Uriah accessed the general education curriculum and had potential opportunities to learn
literacy while attending two general education classes: English Language Arts and Innovation.
The within case analysis revealed two themes: (a) classroom level OTL literacy and (b) student
level OTL literacy. Each of these will be discussed in terms of attributes that facilitated or acted
as a barrier to Uriah’s opportunities to learn literacy.
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Classroom Level Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Attributes of instruction that facilitated opportunities to learn literacy were observed and
recorded in the ECAT during four English Language Arts class periods. He worked on a group
project involving a presentation, listened to text read aloud, and participated in comprehension
and writing activities. The general education teacher was the primary person providing
instruction during class time in which Uriah was present. Actions by the classroom teacher
included asking academic questions, talking about academic content, and reading academic
content aloud. Uriah focused his attention on the general education teacher more than any other
educator or adult. The general education teacher incorporated a variety of grouping formats
throughout instruction. Students participated in whole groups, small groups, pairs, and worked
individually. Overall, attributes of classroom OTL included access to grade level literacy
content, several grouping formats, and instruction by the general education teacher (i.e., content
expert). The incorporation of each component had the potential to increase Uriah’s OTL literacy
commensurate with his peers.
Classroom level barriers impeding Uriah’s opportunities to learn literacy included the
limited amount of instructional time related to academic content and the time he was removed
from the classroom. Expanding on this, for 50% of the recorded intervals during ECAT
observations, Uriah and his classmates received no academic instruction characterized in the
ECAT by the absence of lesson plans or learning outcomes. Thus, Uriah and the rest of his
classmates were not provided crucial time that could be devoted to the intended curriculum (i.e.,
general education state standards). Uriah was out of the room or on a break for 8% of the
recorded intervals. While this might not appear as a significant amount of time, anytime a
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student is outside the classroom they potentially miss out on essential instruction related to the
general education curriculum and thus lowering OTL literacy.
Student Level Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Facilitating attributes to Uriah’s opportunities to learn literacy at the student level
included the use of universal design for learning and individual adaptations. The general
education teacher provided components of UDL in how the information was presented, ways
students were engaged in the learning process, and supports provided to all learners. Instructional
content was presented through academic lectures, demonstrations, objects, books, whole class
technology, visuals, and graphics. Multiple means of engagement were evident in the availability
of flexible seating and grade appropriate materials. Individual adaptations listed on Uriah’s IEP
were apparent during observations. He had access to writing supports during a literacy activity
and flexible seating. The incorporation of universal design for learning and individual supports
increased chances for Uriah to have the OTL literacy during instruction.
A number of characteristics of student level opportunities to learn were barriers to
Uriah’s literacy learning. The use of assistive technology was listed on his IEP for supporting his
communication. Assistive technology was not evident as a communication support during any of
the observation intervals. Consequently, he was a passive participant throughout a group
presentation project in ELA. His IEP created additional barriers to his OTL in that it lacked
reading and writing goals.
Pre-primer Reading Level:
Makenna
Makenna was a kindergarten student who spent the majority of her day in the general
education classroom for academic and non-academic activities. Her individual education plan
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stated she had an intellectual disability. The student demographic survey identified that
instruction for Makenna was based primarily on what her teacher felt was meaningful and
engaging from the general education curriculum. Makenna communicated basic wants and needs
verbally, with pictures, and the use of core vocabulary boards. According to her IEP and the
ACAS, she pointed to the first two letters of her name in a field of four, traced letters, was
beginning to learn sight words, and would occasionally participate in shared stories. Makenna's
IEP also stated that a paraprofessional was with her throughout the school day to assist her to
stay focused, remain on-task, supervise breaks, and other supports as needed.
Makenna was observed in one English Language Arts class and three electives. There
was evidence of literacy activities while Makenna participated in English Language Arts,
computer, and library. Upon completion of the within case analysis, two primary themes were
evident within the data. The first theme was Makenna’s potential for opportunities to learn
literacy related to the general education curriculum, and the second theme was the reality of her
opportunities to learn related to literacy content.
Potential for Opportunities to
Learn Related to Literacy
Classroom and student level opportunities to learn were documented for Makenna within
the surveys collected for this study. Her teacher reported on the use of classroom level
components of OTL related to instructional grouping formats: individually, whole group
instruction, small groups of the same ability, and small groups with mixed ability. Student level
components of OTL such as individual adaptations and communication supports were listed in
Makenna’s IEP and designed to provide access to the general education curriculum as well as
ensure she was a full, participating member of the general education classroom. Finally,
Makenna had a number of IEP goals related to literacy skills such as identification of upper and
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lowercase letters, sight words, answering comprehension questions, and retelling experiences
from social or learning opportunities.
Classroom and student level opportunities to learn were recorded during ECAT
observations. Components of classroom level OTL were provided in the educational instruction
from the general education teacher. Instruction was observed in the form of singing, reading,
talking, and asking questions related to academic content. Student level OTL included
components of UDL observed for all students in Makenna’s class. Instructional content was
presented through academic lectures, demonstrations, objects, books, academic technology,
visuals, and graphics. Students were provided increased engagement opportunities through
choices on who, what, and where they worked during activities. These occurrences and supports
had the potential to increase Makenna’s OTL literacy commensurate with her same-aged peers.
Reality of Opportunities to Learn
Related to Literacy
Details reported in her demographic survey and ECAT data offered a different reality to
Makenna’s opportunities to learn the general education curriculum. While classroom and student
level components were evident within the observations and were described in survey responses,
Makenna’s actual access to literacy opportunities were restricted. For instance, special education
curriculum materials were brought in and used instead of the general education curriculum.
Above and Beyond Math, a curriculum designed for students with significant cognitive delays,
was one such curriculum noted on her student demographic survey. The second curriculum
identified for Makenna was the STAR Program. This program was developed for children with
autism and focused on Applied Behavior Analysis. These curricula were selected by the special
education teachers, they were utilized based on academic level, and they were pervasively used
instead of the general education curriculum.
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Missed opportunities to learn literacy were also prevalent based on the time Makenna
was a passive learner during instructional time. Makenna did not have individual academic or
communication supports available during all of the ECAT observations. This was problematic
since teachers in her classroom asked questions 63% of the recorded intervals. The ECAT
codebook identified questions as an instructional strategy utilized to elicit understanding of the
core content. The lack of supports lowered her opportunities to actively participate and increased
her focus and reliance on the paraprofessional.
Finally, time spent outside of the general education classroom contributed too limited
opportunities to learn literacy content. Makenna was out of the room or on a break for 9% of the
recorded intervals. Moreover, observational data documented Makenna being pulled from the
general education classroom for both math and language arts and instructed in the special
education classroom. Every time Makenna was removed from the general education setting there
was potential to miss OTL content related to the general education curriculum and thus lowering
her OTL literacy. Makenna had opportunities to be a member of her class and participate in
activities with her peers. Supports were in place according to her IEP and survey documents.
However, the reality for Makenna was a number of missed opportunities due to the lack of
supports needed for access and participation.
Primer to First Grade Reading
Level: Brenden
Brenden was a sixth grade student who spent the majority of his time in the general
education classroom for academic and non-academic activities. His individual education plan
stated that he had multiple disabilities and an orthopedic impairment. The classroom
demographic survey stated that he received instruction by the general and special education
teacher through co-teaching strategies. The student demographic survey identified that Brenden's
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curriculum, instruction, and materials for were based on his current age and grade level with
adaptations and modifications identified in his individual education plan. Within the general
education setting, he responded well to peer prompts and preferred to work in groups. Brenden’s
primary modes of communication consisted of the use of AAC and vocalizations. According to
his IEP and the ACAS, he demonstrated listening and reading comprehension by putting three
pictures in order, identifying character emotions, and answering who, what, when, and where
questions. He had emerging skills in the areas of matching letters and recognizing letter sounds.
Brenden participated in writing activities by selecting symbols on his AAC device and was
learning how to use a keyboard. The IEP stated that he enjoyed interacting with his friends and
new people. At times he would be a bit too forceful as he tried to gain attention from others.
Brenden was observed accessing the general education curriculum and had potential OTL
literacy while included in the general education setting. Two prominent themes emerged from
the case analysis. These themes were:(a) classroom level opportunities to learn and (b) student
level opportunities to learn. Classroom and student level OTL will be discussed in terms of
attributes that facilitated or acted as a barrier within the general education setting.
Classroom Level Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Attributes of classroom level opportunities to learn facilitated ways in which Brenden
accessed and received literacy content during ELA, social studies, and science. He was taught
lessons on vocabulary and how to create a reference page for a research project. He worked on
science and social studies packets requiring him to read and write related to the general
education curriculum. He was taught by a teacher considered an expert in core content areas for
his grade level. Materials were grade appropriate and technology was available and used
throughout various lessons. Students worked individually and were taught through whole group
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instruction. Each of these facilitating attributes allowed Brenden access to opportunities to learn
literacy.
Attributes proving to be barriers were also present impacting classroom opportunities to
learn, and these limited Brenden’s access and full participation. As an illustration, the general
education teacher only spent 35% of the observation intervals teaching academic content.
Students worked primarily by themselves on independent work. During independent work, the
general education teacher attended to individual students other than Brenden while a
paraprofessional attended exclusively to Brenden. Limited time on instruction was also related to
the time spent outside of the general education classroom and on alternative tasks. Brenden was
either on a break or out of the classroom for 25% of the recorded intervals. This time lowered his
chance to receive instruction by the general education teacher and learn with his same age peers.
Student Level Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Student level attributes facilitating opportunities to learn literacy included supports
identified in Brenden’s IEP and present during the observational data. Individual adaptations
listed in his IEP included writing supports, specific reading supports, instructional supports, and
modified assignments. A number of these supports were observed as they were incorporated
throughout his time in science and social studies. Adaptations available to Brenden consisted of
personnel support, academic supports, writing supports, pictorial representation, material read to
him, hand under hand support, and modified worksheets.
Brenden communicated primarily through the use of AAC and vocalizations. During the
ECAT observations, communication supports (e.g., pictures, speech generating devices, printed
scripts) were present during 58% of the observation intervals. During study skills, it was noted
that Brenden answered comprehension questions with his AAC device. Brenden had goals

85
related to reading, writing, and communication in his IEP. His writing goal was captured during
an observation within his social studies class as he was working on a modified version of an
assignment about hieroglyphics. The paraprofessional supported him in his effort to type some of
his responses. Each of these student level components facilitated Brenden’s opportunities to
learn literacy.
Barriers to student level opportunities to learn for Brenden included limited access and
incorporation of individual supports during periods of instruction. Brenden exhibited a number
of challenging behaviors (i.e., off task), and these prevented Brenden from full participation and
engagement in classroom activities. Information from Brenden’s individual education plan stated
he had a behavior support plan and behavior goals. Behavior supports were specifically
delineated in his IEP and these included reminders of classroom rules, use of sensory strategies,
and prompts to transition between tasks. During the ECAT observation, he was engaged in
inappropriate tasks and disrupted others for 31% of the observed intervals. Further interfering
with access to OTL, adults had to respond to his behavior for 25% of the observed intervals. As
an illustration, in social studies, he had the opportunity to work on a modified version of a paper
about hieroglyphics. While he started working on the assignment, he spent most of the class time
joking with peers in the back of the room or was out of the room or on a break. There were also
missed opportunities to learn literacy during science when the class was completing a science
packet on earth structures. Brenden entered the class, the paraprofessional took out graphics
related to the topic; however, ECAT observations intervals identified that he did not engage in
the activity. Perhaps most importantly, behavior supports were never observed during any of the
cycles of ECAT observations.
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First to Second Grade Reading
Level: Zoey
Zoey was a kindergarten student who spent the majority of her day in the general
education classroom for academic and non-academic activities. Her individual education plan
stated that she had autism. She received instruction by the general education teacher and special
education teacher through co-teaching strategies. The student demographic survey noted that
curriculum and instruction used for Zoey was based primarily on her current age and grade level
with adaptations and modifications identified in her IEP. Zoey’s communication skills consisted
of using a Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) to make requests. Her IEP stated
that she enjoyed books, understood the purpose of print, and sometimes read approximations of
words. The ACAS survey identified her reading skills which included being able to use pictures
to show comprehension of stories and when asked, would point to actions in a story. She was
emerging in the skill of matching sounds to symbols. Zoey participated in writing activities by
marking on paper and occasionally selecting pictures or symbols to express meaning. Zoey had a
1-1 paraprofessional with her at all times due to safety concerns and self-injurious behaviors.
Zoey was observed in several ELA classes and a library class. The within case analysis
produced two themes. Unlike many of the other students, Zoey’s opportunities to learn were not
as distinctly divided by classroom level OTL and student level OTL. Instead, it became clear that
Zoey was provided numerous OTL literacy with her peers. Although many OTL literacy were
present, there still remained several instances where circumstances created barriers. The themes
for Zoey’s within case analysis were (a) opportunities to learn literacy during observations and
(b) barriers to opportunities to learn literacy.
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Opportunities to Learn Literacy
During Observations
The general education teacher was absent on the day of the observation. The special
education teacher, who was also the co-teacher, filled in as the classroom teacher. Zoey actively
participated in literacy through writing projects, listening comprehension activities, and reading
centers. Opportunities to learn literacy were evident during a morning meeting where greetings,
alphabet knowledge, and listening comprehension activities were presented to the class.
Furthermore, she was observed reading, writing, and talking related to academic content on a
number of student response intervals.
Individual adaptations were identified in her IEP and some of these were provided to
Zoey and these facilitated her OTL literacy while in the general education classroom. She was
observed with academic supports, environmental supports, and personnel supports.
Communication supports were also evident during 64% of the observation intervals. Zoey
utilized PECS and other pictures supports to aid in her expressive and receptive communication
both of which were captured during this observation interval. Individual behavior supports,
consisting of visual and verbal prompts, allowed Zoey to transition from her classroom to the
library. While not specifically related to literacy, transition supports assured increased OTL
literacy once instruction began.
Barriers to Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Zoey was able to participate in a number of literacy related activities throughout the
observations. However, a few barriers existed in which Zoey’s opportunities to learn literacy
were impacted as she participated in classroom activities. First, it was reported by her teacher in
the demographic survey that Zoey’s materials were based on remedial curriculum because of her
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academic level. Therefore, her instructional materials were not always the same as her gradelevel peers. Other barriers consisted of her engagement in behaviors, time on a break, or time
outside of the general education classroom. She spent time on a break or was out of the
classroom for 16% of the recorded intervals. Time outside of the general education limited her
access to peers, the general education curriculum, and lowered her opportunities to learn literacy.
Second to Third Grade Reading
Level: Grayson
Grayson was a third grade student who spent the majority of his time in the general
education classroom for academic and non-academic activities. His individual education plan
stated that he had multiple disabilities. Grayson utilized multimodal methods of communication
consisting of verbal speech, AAC on his iPad, and some picture exchange. He enjoyed talking
with his peers and adults. Grayson’s teacher reported in the ACAS that he understood the
purpose of print, was able to match sounds to symbols, and would occasionally expand on text.
Grayson’s IEP indicated that he enjoyed writing and preferred to type. He was able to use detail
and dialogue in his writing when he was prompted and supported with visuals. He was also an
excellent speller.
Grayson was observed while attending English Language Arts and Socials Studies
classes within the general education classroom. After the within case analysis, two predominant
themes were apparent. Similar to other students in this study, attributes of classroom level and
student level opportunities to learn had the potential to facilitate or limit his access to and
participation in literacy opportunities related to the general education curriculum. Attributes
facilitating or acting and barriers are described for both of these themes.
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Classroom Level Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Grayson’s potential to interact with and learn literacy content as it naturally took place in
the classroom was evident in the observation data. Furthermore, classroom level attributes acted
as facilitators to his access and participation. He actively participated in activities directly related
to literacy opportunities. Grayson participated in a word study activity, a vocabulary worksheet
related to biomes, an internet research project, and he listened to a story followed by
comprehension questions. Classroom materials were present during the observations and
contributed to Grayson’s OTL literacy. All students, including Grayson, had ready access to
grade appropriate materials and technology. Overall, students worked individually during the
observations. Grayson participated during these times by writing, watching, listening, reading,
and talking academic content related to literacy activities and/or instruction.
Classroom level barriers were also represented in the data, including the use of alternate
curriculum during portions of Grayson’s instruction, time the general education teacher provided
instruction to Grayson, and time away from his peers. Grayson’s teachers reported that his
instruction was based primarily on what they felt was meaningful and engaging. The main
curriculum used for his instruction was Teaching to Standards. This is a special education
curriculum for students with significant intellectual disabilities. This curriculum was teacher
selected and utilized based on its remedial content and Grayson’s academic level. Other barriers
included the limited amount of instructional time provided by the general education teacher.
Students worked individually throughout most of the observations. Additionally, the special
education teacher or the paraprofessional provided most of Grayson’s instruction while he was in
the general education classroom.

90
Grayson had a number of missed opportunities to participate in the general education
curriculum with his peers. There were times when he worked individually while his classmates
participated in other activities. He spent 14% of the observation intervals out of the room or on a
break. For example, Grayson missed an opportunity to be included in a whole group English
Language Arts activity because he was out of the room. Once he returned, he completed the
same activity at his desk with the paraprofessional. Each of these barriers impacted his OTL
literacy by a content expert in connection to grade-level standards.
Student Level Opportunities to
Learn Literacy
Student level components (i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports,
and IEP goals) facilitated additional access to and participation for Grayson in the general
education curriculum. Each of these components were present in some form as he interacted with
literacy activities and learning. Components of UDL were evident throughout the different
observation cycles mostly in the form of multiple means of representation as students accessed
materials. All students including Grayson had access to academic technology, academic visuals,
academic graphics, academic audio. Individual adaptations were observed and correlated to
information in Grayson’s individual education plan. For example, he used a label maker to
complete a writing activity, and verbal prompting was evident during social studies and English
Language Arts classes. Finally, according to the ECAT data, academic supports (e.g., adaptations
and modification) were available for Grayson’s use throughout 53% of the recorded intervals.
According to his IEP, Grayson effectively used a multimodal method of communication
including verbal speech, and AAC on an iPad across all school environments. The ECAT data
showed evidence that these methods of communication were made available and facilitated
opportunities to learn. He used AAC and verbal responses when answering questions during
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ELA and social studies. Two literacy related IEP goals were embedded into his classwork and
evident in the observations. One goal was to navigate to websites on his computer. This goal
required reading information to help guide him to the correct site. He was observed working on
this skill during a social studies project. This opportunity allowed him to work on an IEP goal
while also working on the same assignment as his peers. The second IEP goal required him to
respond in complete sentences to who, what, and where questions related to classroom
curriculum. He practiced this skill during ELA and social studies when asked to answer
questions from material he read or was read to him.
Student level barriers to Grayson’s OTL were identified within his individual adaptations
and communication supports. According to the ECAT Grayson received personnel support
across 100% of all observations; however, the use of a one-to-one paraprofessional was not listed
on his IEP. Grayson was also focused on the special education teacher or paraprofessional 85%
of these observation intervals. Finally, while communication supports were available in some of
the observation cycles, over half of the time they were not provided. The limited access to
communication supports decreased his ability to communicate during literacy activities.
Within-Case Summary
The within case analysis represented five students and their opportunities to learn literacy
when educated with their same age peers. Each participant represented a single case and
presented with different levels of literacy knowledge. The purpose of the within-case analysis
was to gain a comprehensive understanding of how students with SSN were provided OTL
literacy when educated with their peers in the general education setting. More specifically, the
researcher focused on student level components of OTL (i.e., UDL, individual adaptations,
communication supports, and IEP goals) as discussed by Taub et al. (2017). The Eco-Behavioral

92
Classroom Assessment Tool (ECAT) was the primary sources of data capturing the literacy
opportunities taking place within the classroom as well as supports being provided to facilitate
access and participation. Other data sources included the ACAS, student IEPs, and demographic
surveys. These devices provided additional insights on literacy strengths, needs, supports, and
goals. These data also offered perspectives on the ECAT data, permitting a richer understanding
on how literacy OTL were being offered these students. Each case was individually analyzed
using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis.
The intention of this research was to specifically focus on components of OTL at the
student level. However, it became apparent early in the analysis that components of classroom
level OTL (i.e., instruction by the general education teacher, materials, and grouping formats)
also played a major role in how much time and how students accessed OTL literacy. Although
the themes that emerged from the within-case analysis were similar across all participating
students, there were some variations. This analysis provides the basis for moving into the crosscase analysis which looks at all five subjects together.
Cross-Case Analysis
The central purpose of this multi-case study was to examine the types of literacy
opportunities provided to students with SSN and the potentially important contribution of the
four student level components of opportunities to learn delineated by Taub et al. (2017). The four
components are: (a) universal design for learning (UDL), (b) individual adaptations, (c)
communication supports, and (d) embedded IEP goals. These were suggested as necessary for
students with SSN to have access to, be able to participate in, and to learn the general education
curriculum alongside their same age peers.
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Five students with varying levels of literacy knowledge, each representing a single case,
were individually analyzed as a step toward the cross-case analysis. The steps of Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis were applied to each case, and these steps were also used for
the cross-case analysis that will be described in this section of the chapter. Taken together, these
two analytical processes provided the researcher the means for answering both research
questions. The research questions were:
Q1

What OTL literacy content is provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting?

Q2

What attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP
goals facilitate or act as barriers to OTL in relation to literacy skills within the
general education curriculum for students with SSN?

The cross-case analysis starts by answering the first and second research questions,
respectively. Themes and subthemes are presented as identified from the cross-case analysis. A
conceptual model and how it relates to the findings for this study concludes this chapter.
Opportunities to Learn
Literacy Content
Q1

What OTL literacy content is provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting?

The first research question for this study addressed the actual literacy content provided to
students with SSN when educated in the general education setting. All five participating students
were provided opportunities to learn literacy. However, not all students received the same access
to the content of the general education curriculum as their classmates. When their data were
analyzed using the Braun and Clarke (2006) process, three overarching themes emerged for
addressing the first research question. These were (a) access to the classroom curriculum (b)
instruction or activities providing literacy opportunities, and (c) actual attendance. Each of the
three themes and corresponding subthemes are discussed below.
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Access to the Classroom
Curriculum
As stated earlier, OTL at the classroom level involves access to the enacted curriculum
provided by the general education teacher. Throughout observations, access was evident in the
instruction and/or content provided to students by the general education teacher and connected to
the general education curriculum. For example, instruction by the general education teacher was
evident for Brenden as he listened to a class lecture on how to format references for a research
paper. General education content was also provided to students by the general education teacher
as they worked independently at their desks. For the students with SSN, these activities were
typically with the assistance of a paraprofessional. This was evident for Uriah and his classmates
when the general education teacher gave them a reflection assignment to work on individually at
their desks. Uriah was observed working on the reflection, same as his peers, with the assistance
of a paraprofessional. All participating students had potential access to these types of
opportunities by virtue of being in the general education setting for 80% or more of their school
day.
Although in the general education classroom, these participating students did not always
have the same access to the curriculum content as their peers. This was evident when students in
the class were working on literacy activities related to the core curriculum but the students in this
study sometimes worked on alternative tasks in a separate location within the classroom. For
instance, Grayson’s classmates were working at centers connected to literacy while in social
studies. Grayson remained at his desk and worked on his computer instead of participating in the
same activities as his peers. This example demonstrates an activity that was not provided by the
general education teacher and content not connected to the general education curriculum.
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Access to the general education curriculum focused on classroom level OTL. Three
subthemes were identified: (a) the general education teacher as primary instruction provider, (b)
classroom materials (i.e., instructional content), and (c) student grouping formats. These factors
mediated OTL literacy content that was provided to students with SSN, and they are discussed in
the following sections.
General Education Teacher as Primary Instruction Provider. Overall, general
education teachers provided instruction at various times to students with SSN. This was
especially evident during the within-case analysis when the general education teacher taught a
whole group lesson. For instance, Brenden was part of a whole group lesson on vocabulary led
by the general education teacher. Other examples of teaching by the general education teacher
included read alouds followed by comprehension questions, morning meetings, and writing
instruction. Although all students were instructed at some point by the general education teacher,
observation data provided a clear picture of how much instruction the general education teacher
provided compared to other instructional support personnel in the classroom.
Observation data related to an educator providing instruction were defined in the ECAT
codebook (Kurth & Lockman Turner, 2019) as any educator who interacted with the target
student during the 20-second interval. Therefore, more than one educator could be selected
during this interval. Across all five students in this study, the general education teacher,
paraprofessional, and special education teacher were the primary instructors. Table 3 identifies
the percentage of intervals each educator instructed or interacted with the target student.
Students are listed by their literacy level starting with the student with fewest literacy skills
(Uriah) and ending with the student with the highest literacy level (Grayson). Table 3 also
displays the percentage of intervals the target student focused on a specific educator. For
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example, Uriah was instructed by the general education teacher for 39% of the intervals and
Uriah focused his attention on the general education teacher for 42% of the recorded intervals.
Table 3
Percentage of ECAT Intervals Identifying Who the Educator and Student Focused on During
Instruction Related to Literacy
General Education Teacher

Special Education Teacher

Teacher
Instructing

Student
Focus

Teacher
Instructing

Student
Focus

Teacher
Instructing

Student
Focus

Uriah

39

42

6

5

22

26

Makenna

25

22

0

0

50

67

Brenden

33

23

17

15

83

85

Grayson

17

21

33

32

44

53

Student

Paraprofessional

Note. The general education teacher for Zoey was absent the day of the observation and therefore
not included in this table.
As shown in Table 3, the general education teacher was not the primary instructor for the
majority of the students in this study. Instead, paraprofessionals spent more time teaching and/or
working with three of the four of the students in this table, Makenna, Brenden, and Grayson.
This was consistent with whom the students focused on during instruction -- these students
focused on a paraprofessional more often than the general education teacher. Brenden received
the highest percentage of instruction and interaction with a paraprofessional. During his within
case analysis, students in Brenden’s class worked individually on assignments. Brenden’s
paraprofessional attended to him while the general education teacher attended to the rest of the
students in the classroom.
The time the special education teacher spent in the general education classroom with each
student varied considerably. Grayson worked more with the special education teacher than the
general education teacher. The within case analysis identified this time for Grayson as one-on-
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one instruction. Inversely, Uriah was part of instruction in which the general education teacher
was his primary instructor. Therefore, he experienced less time with the special education
teacher.
Classroom Materials. As evidenced by the ECAT data, all students in this study had
access to grade appropriate materials at some point during observations. As examples, grade
appropriate materials were used during a read aloud for both Makenna and Zoey, and Uriah had
access to grade appropriate books on several occasions during instruction. And all students had
access to classroom materials such as charts, graphs, and other materials on the classroom walls
and for use during instruction.
Uriah, Brenden, and Zoey mostly received materials based on the general education
curriculum, adapted as needed. However, the curriculum and materials for Makenna and
Grayson more often varied based on what the classroom teacher felt was meaningful or activities
that might be engaging to them. This led to supplemental curricula incorporated into their
instruction. Specifically, STAR Program and Teaching to Standards were reported in their
Student Demographic Survey results. For example, materials for Grayson were often selected
based on the remedial curriculum rather than the general curriculum based on perceived
academic level. Similarly, Makenna was sometimes given materials based on the same grade
level, but sometimes on earlier grade-levels, in accordance with judgments of her academic level
in relation to tasks-at-hand.
Student Grouping Formats. The enacted curriculum is also dependent on how students
are grouped during instruction. The incorporation of various grouping formats provides
opportunities to learn from each other as well as time to work independently. For instance, whole
group lessons provide the teacher opportunities to disseminate new knowledge of core content;
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small groups increase engagement for students; and individual work provides students a chance
to practice learning (Hollo & Hirn, 2015). Different configurations of grouping formats were
observed in use for all students. Instructional groupings were defined in the ECAT codebook as
the size and arrangement of students during learning and instruction. Selection options used by
the observer when focused on the target student included whole group, small group, paired, and
individual.
Table 4 shows these grouping formats for each student during opportunities of literacy
instruction and the percentage of time each student participated in the these grouping formats.
The instructional grouping format utilized across all students was whole group instruction. Uriah
was the only student who accessed all grouping formats; however, his percentages of time in
small groups, pairs, and individual work were low. Brenden and Grayson had lower percentages
of time in whole group instruction, spending the majority of their time working individually.
Small group instruction for these students varied. Makenna and Zoey received the highest levels
of time working in small groups while Brenden and Grayson were never in small groups during
the observations.
Table 4
The Percentage of ECAT Intervals Identifying the Grouping Formats Utilized During Instruction
Related to Literacy
Grouping
Formats
Whole Group

Uriah
67

Makenna
75

Brenden
25

Zoey
79

Grayson
18

Small Group

11

25

0

21

0

Paired

11

0

0

0

0

Individual

10

0

75

0

82
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The different grouping formats had implications for how students were instructed, what
educator was providing instruction, and how much time they were a part of activities focused on
the enacted curriculum. Students who were observed in whole group activities received the same
instruction as their peers in the room. Students working in pairs or small groups had the
opportunity to work closely with same age peers on similar activities related to the curriculum.
However, when students worked individually, they were more frequently instructed and/or
helped by the paraprofessional.
Instruction or Activities Providing
Literacy Opportunities
Whereas the first theme focused on access to the curriculum, this second theme
encompassed the actual opportunities each student had to learn the enacted curriculum. The
enacted curriculum is the actual instruction taking place in the general education classroom.
Observation data for participants in this study crossed a number of content areas including
English Language Arts, social studies, science, and electives. All five students were observed in
at least one English Language Arts class. Two students were observed in one or more social
studies class. One student participated in a science class and two students in electives. Electives
included computer and library. Each of these classes provided activities in which students had
opportunities to read, write, listen, and speak in relation to text or print. Furthermore, each of
these classes provided academic content related to the general education curriculum. Table 5
provides examples drawn from the data of literacy activities within each of these classes, and it
illustrates student involvement in classroom instruction and activities providing literacy
opportunities in relation to general education content.
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Table 5
Examples of Literacy Activities Related to the General Education Curriculum that Students in
this Study Participated in During ECAT Observations
ELA

Social Studies

Science and Electives

Uriah was part of an invention project
with a group and presented their ideas
to the class.

Brenden was part of a whole group
lesson in which the teacher
presented information about
references for a research project.

Zoey participated in
answering questions after
the librarian read a story
to the class.

Makenna was part of a reading and
writing activity.

Brenden answered questions about
hieroglyphics.

Brenden received a packet
focused on earth
structures.

Brenden listened to a story on the
computer and answered
comprehension questions with his
AAC device.

Grayson worked on a research
project where he had to look up
information about a local landmark
and answer questions.

Zoey participated in morning meeting
with her communication device while
listening to the teacher read a story,
facilitate greetings, and talk about the
letter of the day.
Grayson listened to a story and verbally
answered comprehension questions.

Based on the ECAT data, the most common literacy activity across all five students was
listening to a story followed by opportunities to answer comprehension questions. Listening
comprehension activities were observed while students were in small groups, whole groups, and
individually with paraprofessional supports. Students who listened to a story read aloud during a
whole group activity were less likely to answer comprehension questions. This was evident for
Uriah during two separate read alouds by the general education teacher to the whole class. There
was no evidence that he answered any of the questions that were asked of the class throughout
these activities. Students working individually with paraprofessional support were more likely to
be observed answering comprehension questions. For instance, Brenden listened to a story on the
computer with paraprofessional support. This activity was followed by the paraprofessional
asking comprehension questions.
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All students were observed participating in writing activities for at least some of the
observational intervals. Writing activities were mostly seen in the form of worksheets and
recalling basic information. Uriah and Makenna listened to a story and answered questions by
writing on a worksheet. Brenden and Grayson completed worksheets during social studies. Only
two students, Zoey and Grayson, were observed participating in authentic compositional writing
activities. Zoey was part of a whole class writing activity about gratitude and Grayson researched
about a local landmark and typed up his findings.
Finally, Makenna, Brenden, and Grayson were observed participating in alternative tasks.
Makenna worked on Lexia on the computer while the rest of the class listened to a lecture in a
whole group setting. Brenden listened to a story with a paraprofessional, while the rest of the
class worked on a different assignment. Grayson listened to a story at his desk with the special
education teacher while the rest of the class worked in groups at centers. Each of these activities
was related to literacy; however, they were not being provided the enacted curriculum at their
grade level and commensurate to their peers. Instead, they were separated from their peers and
working on alternative tasks.
Actual Attendance. Students must attend and not be pulled out of the general education
classroom in order to receive OTL literacy with their same aged peers. Since data continued to
be collected even when target students were on break or out of the classroom for other reasons, a
record exists in the ECAT data that gives evidence of time away from general education
instruction. And this record revealed that all five students in this study were sometimes out of the
general education classroom for a variety of reasons throughout the different observations. Table
6 reports the percentages of time each student was out of the general education classroom or on a
break while their peers continued to participate in academic work or instruction.
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Table 6
Percentage of Time the Student was Outside the General Education Classroom During ECAT
Observations
Grouping
Formats
Out of the
Room or on a
Break

Uriah

Makenna

Brenden

Zoey

Grayson

8

9

25

16

14

Table 6 makes evident that Brenden was pulled out of class for the most amount of time
across students and observations. He missed class time during social studies and science. There
were OTL literacy continuing for the other students when he was not in the general education
class. Zoey and Grayson had similar amounts of time outside the general education classroom.
Zoey missed class during part of ELA and part of library. The data indicated that each time she
left the general education classroom was during an instance where literacy instruction was taking
place. Finally, Grayson missed time with his peers during an ELA and social studies class.
Each time that a student leaves the classroom effects how they are viewed in relation to
the classroom community. Students who are in and out of the classroom are often viewed as
visitors and not as full members of the community of learners (Schnorr, 1990).
It goes without saying that behavioral challenges cause disruptions in classroom
activities. A number of these were identified during ECAT observations. Makenna, Brenden, and
Zoey all engaged in inappropriate behaviors during observations. Brenden had the highest
number of competing responses and he was also the student with the highest amount of behavior
corrections during observations. He was observed joking around with other students when he
was supposed to be working on an assignment. Further, Uriah, Brenden, Zoey, and Grayson
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participated in classrooms where whole class behavioral interruptions were significant enough to
be addressed and corrected for all of the students, by the general education teacher.
Summary of Research
Question One
In answering the first research question regarding the OTL literacy content that is
provided to students with SSN when educated in the general education setting, three major
themes were evident: (a) access to the classroom curriculum (b) instruction or activities
providing literacy opportunities, and (c) actual attendance. Summarizing, all students in this
study were provided opportunities to learn literacy while in the general education classroom with
their same age peers. Students participated in ELA, science, social studies, and electives.
Opportunities to learn literacy was dependent on classroom level factors including time the
general education teacher provided instruction, materials used related to the curriculum, and the
way students were grouped during instruction. Finally, interruptions during instruction or leaving
during class time impacted their ability to have OTL literacy.
Specifically, when addressing the type of literacy opportunities provided to these five
students with significant support needs during instruction in the general education classroom, the
most common skill worked on was listening comprehension. Next, all students had access to
writing opportunities. Other OTL literacy included presenting information, alphabet knowledge,
vocabulary, research, and listening to instruction related to one of the above skills. Some
students had access to higher level cognitive practices (e.g., research on computer, etc.),
however, worksheets were the most common form of participation (i.e., lower level cognitive
practices).
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Attributes Facilitating or Acting as
Barriers to Opportunities
to Learn Literacy
Q2

What attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP
goals facilitate or act as barriers to OTL in relation to literacy skills within the
general education curriculum for students with SSN?

The second research question focused on attributes of student level supports facilitating
or acting as barriers to students with SSN and their opportunities to learn literacy content related
to the general education curriculum. Opportunities to learn at the student level were defined as
the incorporation of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded IEP
goals into the enacted curriculum provided by the general education teacher. While analyzing the
data, it became clear that these student level components impacted the participating students’
overall access to the general education curriculum and literacy content. Their distinctive impact
emerged as the first theme in the analysis, student level opportunities to learn across
observations. However, additionally, the presence or absence of these various components also
played a role in the students’ active or passive participation in literacy learning opportunities.
This became the basis for the second theme, mediators and moderators for participation. Each
theme and corresponding subthemes will be discussed in relation to the second research question
in the upcoming subsections.
Student Level Opportunities to
Learn Across Observations
As a result of the cross-case analysis using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis,
the four components identified by Taub et al. (2017) emerged as the subthemes to student level
access to OTL across observations. These subthemes are (a) UDL, (b) individual adaptations, (c)
communication supports, and (d) embedded IEP goals. These are discussed in the subsections
below.
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Universal Design for Learning. Universal design for learning (UDL) was defined for
this study as a framework which provides intentional and strategic planning for the instruction of
all students with and without disabilities. UDL is accomplished through the use of multiple
means of representation, engagement, and expression as it is embedded in the lesson planning
process (Hitchcock et al., 2002). UDL supports could be checked off in the Access Academic
Content interval of the ECAT observation tool. The purpose of this interval was to see how the
educator intentionally delivered content to all students in the class. Table 7 identifies components
of UDL that were evident within the classrooms of the participants in this study. As shown in
Table 7, multiple means of expression was not assessed in the ECAT observation instrument.
Table 7
Components of UDL Identified in the ECAT Observations Across All Participating
Students
Multiple Means of
Representation
Demonstrations
Lectures
Visuals
Graphics
Whole class technology
Individual technology
Adaptive books
Digital books
Pictorial Representation

Multiple Means of
Engagement
Grade appropriate materials
Academic technology
Objects
Choices in materials
Choices in location to work
Flexible seating

Multiple Means of
Expression
Not assessed at the classroom
level

Multiple means of representation applies to how students accessed the content and
materials during academic instruction by the general education teacher. Across the board, all
students in this study had access to multiple means of representation. Options that were the same
for all five students included access to learning through demonstrations, lectures, visuals,
graphics, and whole class technology. Makenna, Brenden, Zoey, and Grayson had access to
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individual technology same as the peers in their classroom. Zoey received access to adaptive
books and Grayson received access to digital books while participating in the general education
classroom.
Multiple means of engagement provides flexible options allowing for increased student
motivation and interest. Cases were more variable in their access to multiple means of
engagement; however, all five participants, like their classmates, were provided engagement
through grade appropriate materials. Uriah and Makenna were given objects to aid in the
learning of instructional concepts. Makenna and Zoey received choices in the materials they used
and the location they worked during activities. Lastly, Uriah and Makenna received flexible
seating options.
Multiple means of expression allows students the opportunity to communicate what they
have learned using their preferences and strengths. As previously noted, multiple means of
expression were not assessed by the ECAT observation tool.
All five students had access to supports consistent with universal design for learning.
However, availability of these options did not necessarily mean that these students had
opportunities to self-select the supports they wished for during instruction. For example, an
essential component of UDL is the availability of choices to meet different learner preferences.
Makenna and Zoey were the only students who received options to choose the materials and/or
supports they would use during instruction. The limitation of choices across components of UDL
acted as a barrier to how some of the students in this study were provided OTL literacy.
A second barrier to accessing UDL was the use of activities not related to the general
education curriculum. A central component of universal design for learning is the provision of
multiple means of representation, engagement, and expression allowing all students access to the
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general education curriculum using supports to meet their learning needs. As previously
discussed in the analysis of accessing materials and content (Chapter 4), Makenna and Grayson
did not always have access to the general education curriculum. Instead, alternate curriculums
were specified in The Student Demographic Survey and IEP Survey for these two students.
Additionally, as noted previously, Makenna and Grayson in particular received instruction based
on earlier grade levels or remedial content. Students who are not receiving the same curriculum
and/or grade level materials being provided to the other students are not being provided UDL.
Individual Adaptations. All five students in this study had individualized adaptations
(i.e., accommodations and modifications) listed in their IEP. These adaptations were related to
the supports a particular student needed to benefit from instruction or for assessment purposes.
IEP identified accommodations and modifications were to provide these students with greater
access to and the supports needed to ensure progress in the general education curriculum.
The ECAT documented provided real-time adaptations for students in the category,
accommodations and modifications. This category focused on individual supports provided to
students in order to help them access, engage, or understand the content being taught in the
classroom. Options available for selection included environmental supports, academic supports,
personnel, behavior supports, and alternative tasks.
Specific descriptions of the individual adaptations utilized by each student were not
described in the ECAT tool. However, the ECAT codebook provided examples of what they
might include. Examples of possible environmental supports were sensory equipment, use of
wheel chair or other mobility supports, and amplified sound systems. Academic supports might
include change in reading level, listening to a story instead of reading, and pictures for concepts.
Personnel supports were any person assigned to work with the student one-on-one. Behavior
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supports were selected when students were observed using token economies, social stories,
visual schedule, or similar supports specifically for behavior purposes. Finally, alternative task
was selected if the target student worked on a completely different activity than what was being
worked on by the rest of the class. Table 8 displays the percentage of intervals recorded for each
of the variables available under accommodations and modifications.
Table 8
Percentage of Time an Individual Adaptation was Available to the Student Across all ECAT
Observations Related to Literacy
Adaptations

Uriah

Makenna

Brenden

Zoey

Grayson

100

0

0

64

20

Academic
Supports

0

0

17

21

53

Personnel

72

100

100

100

100

Behavior

0

0

0

21

0

Alternative
Task

0

13

25

0

0

Environmental

Several barriers were present in how adaptations were employed with the students in this
study. Analysis suggested that adaptations needed by these individual students were not
adequately available. Specifically, adaptations that were listed in each student’s individual
education plan were not always incorporated into their daily instruction, as evidenced by the
ECAT data. This was particularly evident for Brenden. His IEP stated that he had a behavior
plan, often engaged in off-task behaviors, and became frustrated easily causing negative
behaviors. He also had two behavior goals listed on his IEP. Insight from the ECAT observations
showed that he participated in inappropriate behaviors during his time in the general education
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classroom. However, as shown in Table 8, he received no behavior supports across all
observations. Previous analysis also indicated that he was out of the room or on a break for 25%
of the observation intervals, possibly due to behavior.
Personnel (i.e., paraprofessional) supports received the highest percentage of observed
intervals across all students. The ECAT observation data did not provide clear insights on how
paraprofessionals supported students in the general education classroom. However, in the
findings for research question one, paraprofessionals were the primary instructor for Makenna,
Brenden, Zoey, and Grayson. These same four students spent more time focusing on the
paraprofessional than any other instructor. This leads to the perception that students with one-toone supports receive less instruction by the classroom teacher, which creates a barrier to
accessing the curriculum from the content area expert, the general education teacher.
Also shown in Table 8, students with higher reading and writing levels (i.e., Zoey and
Grayson) received more adaptations throughout the intervals than the students with lower
literacy levels. Grayson was a third grade student and received individual academic supports
53% of the recorded intervals. His reading level was between 2nd and 3rd grade. Uriah was a third
grade student and did not read any words in print and only read limited words through pictures.
He did not receive any academic supports throughout the recorded intervals for accommodations
and modifications. The students’ skill level in reading and writing were clear indicators of the
availability of individual supports. One would assume that as skill level increases the need for
accommodation and modification would decrease. The pattern we see in the data is the inverse.
Communication Supports. All students had some form of communication support listed
in their individual education plan (e.g., use of multiple modes of communication, visual supports,
core board vocabulary, PODD book, access to AAC device throughout day, picture exchange as
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needed). Further, each of the participating students used various modes of communication
ranging from vocalizations, eye-gaze, pictures, speech generating devices, to verbal speech.
Students displayed different levels of communication skills. Some students were able to request
basic wants and needs. Other students communicated through short phrases or scripted sentences,
verbally or through the use of AAC.
The ECAT observation tool captured communication supports in the category,
accommodations and modifications. Communication supports were selected by the ECAT
observer when the target student was provided any type of support that facilitated
communication (e.g., AAC, sign, spoken language, picture communication system) for
expressive or receptive language. Table 9 displays the percentage of intervals recorded for each
student’s availability of communication supports
Table 9
Percentage of Time an Individual Communication Support was Available to the Student and
Total Percentage of Talking Responses Across all ECAT Observations Related to Literacy
Response

Uriah

Makenna

Brenden

Zoey

Grayson

Communication
Support

0

0

58

64

20

Talking
Academic
Response

5

0

7

21

5

The ECAT observation tool also recorded talking responses during the category,
academic response. A talking response was selected if the student was observed answering
questions, asking questions, talking, or responding in relation to academic material or subject
through the use of verbal speech or any other communication modality. Table 9 also provides the
percentage of time each student responded during instruction.
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As shown in Table 9, the actual provision of communication supports varied greatly by
student, and was often low. For example, Uriah’s class presented on the inventions they had
worked on as a group. Each group had a chance to talk in front of the class. Uriah was part of a
group; however, he did not have any communication supports available throughout the
presentation and was not able to share any of the information. There appears to be a connection
between the availability of communication supports and the amount of responding.
Embedded Individual Education Goals. Reading, writing, and communication goals
were collected from the IEP survey and these were synthesized in the data for each student.
Categories of literacy skills within different goals varied across students. Uriah and Zoey did not
have a goal in the area of reading at all. The other three students had two reading goals each.
Reading goals related to sight words, listening comprehension, facts and opinion, phonics,
alphabet identification, and navigation on the computer. All students except for Uriah had at least
one writing goal. Writing goals typically focused on physical aspects of writing. Communication
goals varied across the five students as they all utilized different and multiple modes of
communication. Goals included the use of assistive technology, retelling information,
communication functions, expressing wants and needs, and using complete sentences.
The following is a description of two students who had access to literacy opportunities
throughout instruction; one without embedded IEP goals and one with embedded IEP goals.
They were both third grade students; one had literacy skills close to grade level and the other did
not read or write. Grayson, a student close to grade level for reading and writing, when given
opportunities to actively participate in literacy activities, was relatively likely to do so, and he
had IEP goals that related to his responding. Uriah, a student with limited reading and writing
skills, did not have reading or writing goals in his individual education plan. And when given
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opportunities to respond during literacy activities, he was much less likely to provide active
responses. This pattern was similar across all students. Although other explanations are possible,
it appears that the embedding of IEP goals into literacy instruction could be a factor in
facilitating student responding during OTL literacy in the general education setting.
Mediators and Moderators for
Participation
The cross-case analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) showed that students with SSN required
more than just access to the general education curriculum with their same age peer to be active
participants in literacy activities; hence the need for the four components addressed in the
previous section. However, while physical access with support is the first step, it does not ensure
maximum participation in the general education setting. For this study, literacy included reading,
writing, listening, and speaking related to text in digital or print format. The ECAT observation
tool identified reading, writing, and speaking as active forms of academic responding, and
listening as a passive response. Table 10 reports on academic responding in relation to literacy
skills for all five students.
Table 10
Percentage of Instances in\Which an Academic Response by the Student was Related to Literacy
Literacy
Response

Uriah

Makenna

Brenden

Zoey

Grayson

Reading

0

0

0

14

5

Writing

5

11

7

36

16

Speaking

5

0

7

21

5

Listening

50

78

40

57

11

As shown in Table 10, all five students participated in both active and passive (listening)
literacy responses. However, what was clear from the analysis of these data was that the
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previously analyzed facilitators and barriers across the four student level components fell into a
systematic pattern that correlated with active versus passive participation. This pattern was
expressed in two subthemes. The first subtheme consisted of components mediating
opportunities to learn, which seemed to lead to active participation by each participant. The
second subtheme consisted of components moderating opportunities to learn which seemed to
lead to passive participation. These are described below.
Components Mediating Opportunities to Learn. The most prominent mediators to
active participation in literacy activities for the students in this study were the four student level
components. Table 11 shows that all students in this study actively participated in literacy
activities. However, students with relatively higher rates of active participation, Zoey and
Grayson, had increased availability of student level components. Brenden was in the middle for
both active participation and student level components. Uriah and Makenna received limited
supports and were minimally active during literacy activities. This pattern suggests that the
consistent presence of student level components acts as a mediator and increases active
participation.
The two students with the highest reading levels, Zoey and Grayson, received the highest
amount of supports. These two students were also closest to their grade level for reading and
writing. In contrast, Uriah and Makenna had limited skills in literacy, were significantly below
their grade level for literacy, and they did not receive supports commensurate with their needs.
These findings are the inverse to what we would expect to see when presuming that all students
are competent to learn literacy. First, all students with significant support needs should have the
individual supports required to participate in the general education curriculum within inclusive
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settings. Furthermore, one would expect students with greater needs to have more supports to
ensure their success in classroom activities, and students with less needs to have fewer supports.
Table 11
Active Participation in Literacy Learning Activities and Supports Available for the Student
Student

Grade

Literacy
Level

Active
Participation
Intervals

Example of
a Literacy
Activity

UDL

*Individual
Adaptations

Communication
Supports

IEP
Goal

Uriah

3rd

No words
in print

10%

Writing a
reflection

Yes

No

No

No

Makenna

K

A few
wordspreprimer

11%

Lexia on
computer
(alternativ
e task)

Yes

No

No

No

Brenden

6th

Primer-

14%

Typing
answers
on a
worksheet

Yes

No

Yes

No

st

1 grade

Zoey

K

1st - 2nd

71%

Writing
activity
about
gratitude

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Grayson

3rd

2nd - 3rd

26%

Listening
comprehe
nsion
activity

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Note. * Only refers to academic support
Components Moderating Opportunities to Learn. As shown in Table 10 (above), all
students in this study were passive learners at some point during observed literacy activities
taking place in their classrooms. However, as shown in Table 10, Uriah, Makenna, and Brenden
had overall higher percentages of passive participation intervals and lower percentages of active
participation intervals. It was also evident in the ECAT data that these three students had limited
access to the four student level components during times they were passive participants in
literacy instruction or activities. While they all had access to UDL, there was very little evidence
of individual adaptations, communication supports, or embedded IEP goals in the data. This was
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not the case for Zoey and Grayson. Zoey and Grayson still had passive participation; however,
they had access to student level components that led to greater active participation in literacy
activities. For instance, in the literacy example in Table 11 for Zoey, she was actively
participating in a writing activity about gratitude. There were all four of the student level
components available to her during this activity. The data also showed that she was sometimes
passive during this activity. However, even when passive, she had the supports available,
allowing her the ability to be active during appropriate times. This was also true for the listening
comprehension activity identified for Grayson in Table 11.
Grayson and Zoey received the most supports even during times where passive
participation was expected. These two students were close to their grade level in reading and
writing. This was the opposite for Uriah and Makenna. Their need for supports were greater and
their supports were mostly limited to UDL. It appears that the supports provided to students in
this study were significantly linked to grade and ability level. However, it would be anticipated
that students with the greatest needs would be provided more supports to achieve more
participation.
Summary of Research
Question Two
In answering the second research question, what attributes facilitate or act as barriers to
the opportunities to learn literacy skills for students with significant support needs, two major
themes were evident: (a) student level access to OTL across observations, and (b) mediators and
moderators for participation. The first theme related to the influence of individual student level
components (i.e., universal design to learning, individual adaptations, communication supports,
and individual education plan goals). The results of the analysis showed that student access to
these components varied considerably. All students seemed to have ready access to UDL. Each
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student also had a large amount of paraprofessional supports throughout their time in the general
education classroom. However, overall, students had less than adequate individual academic
supports, communication supports, and embedded IEP goals.
Second, the general presence or absence of student level components appeared to serve as
a mediator or moderator for active and passive participation in literacy learning, respectively.
Throughout the observations for this study, each student, regardless of grade or literacy levels,
were both active and passive learners. However, the balance between active and passive
participation seemed to vary such that active participation was more associated with consistent
support via the four components, and passive participation seemed more likely when the
components were rarely or inconsistently provided. Moreover, students with SSN whose reading
and writings levels were close to their grade level were more likely to experience the support
provided by the four components than those with literacy levels farther from grade level. Zoey
and Grayson both had literacy skills that were within one year of their peers. They also had more
components of student level supports such as individual adaptions, communication supports, and
embedded IEP goals than the students with literacy skills farther from grade-level.
Conceptual Model
Literacy content and activities were available to all five participating students while they
were educated with their peers in the general education classroom. The within case and crosscase analyses provided evidence that both the classroom level components and student level
components played essential roles in assuring student participation. The following conceptual
model (Figure 6) represents a configuration between the classroom level components (i.e.,
instruction by the general education teacher, classroom materials, and student grouping formats)
and the student level components (i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports,
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and embedded IEP goals) as they relate to how students are supported in their OTL within the
general education.
Figure 6
Conceptual Model for Opportunities to Learn for Students with Significant Support Needs
Enacted Curriculum: OTL Literacy in the
General Education Setting

Access to the
classroom curriculum

Universal
design for
learning

Instruction or
activities providing
literacy opportunities

Individual
adaptations

Actual attendance

Communication
supports

Embedded
IEP goals

Active participation in literacy instruction in the general
education classroom on content related to the general
education curriculum.

As shown in Figure 6, in order for students with SSN to have OTL literacy in the enacted
curriculum within the general education setting, the analyses performed in this research suggests
that it is imperative that they have (a) consistent access to the enacted curriculum, (b) instruction
or activities providing literacy opportunities, and (c) actual attendance in the general education
classroom. Once these three criteria are met, the four student level supports are essential for
students with SSN to be active participants in the literacy activities taking place connected to the
general education curriculum with their same age peers. Moreover, it appears that active
participation is best engendered when the four components are consistently available to the
learner.
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Chapter Summary
Chapter four presented the findings from the within and cross-case analyses. Two
research questions were answered using the process of thematic analysis delineated by Braun and
Clarke (2006). Three themes were present for the first research question on the types of
opportunities to learn literacy content provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting. Themes were (a) access to the classroom curriculum, (b) instruction or
activities providing literacy opportunities, and (c) actual attendance. The second research
question addressed attributes that facilitated or acted as barriers to OTL literacy skills for
students with SSN. Two themes were evident in the data and included (a) student level access to
OTL across observations and (b) mediators and moderators for participation. Finally, this chapter
concluded with a conceptual model for OTL literacy instruction connected to the general
education curriculum in grade level general education classrooms.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
Students with significant support needs (SSN) are frequently denied access to inclusive
settings and spend increased time in special education classrooms (Anderson & Brock, 2020;
Kleinert et al., 2015; Morningstar et al., 2017). However, when students with SSN are included,
research shows that the general education classroom provides increased opportunities to access
grade-level curriculum (Lee et al., 2010; Matzen et al., 2010; Olson et al., 2016; Soukup et al.,
2007), instruction by an expert in core content (Mason-Williams et al., 2017; McLeskey et al.,
2014), and high expectations (Jorgensen et al., 2007; Ryndak et al., 2008). Furthermore, students
with SSN educated with their same age peers in the general education setting receive increased
access to literacy content (Ruppar et al., 2018).
Past research focused on how students with SSN have accessed and made progress in the
general education curriculum within inclusive settings have typically focused on one aspect of
access such as the use of universal design for learning (Dymond et al., 2006), individual
adaptations (Finnerty et al., 2019; Hunt et al., 2003; Lee et al., 2010), communication supports
(McSheehan et al., 2006), and embedded individual education plan goals within instruction
(Jameson et al., 2012; Johnson & McDonnell, 2004). These forms of support are incorporated
within the four-component framework developed by Taub et al., (2017), which focused on
opportunities to learn for students with SSN. This framework suggests that when universal
design for learning (UDL), individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded
individual education plan (IEP) goals are incorporated together, students with SSN will have
increased opportunities to learn (OTL) in the general education curriculum when included in
classrooms with their same age peers.
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This study examined opportunities to learn grade-level curriculum related to literacy for
students with SSN when educated in the general education classroom. Five students with SSN
presenting with various reading and writing levels were analyzed using a multi-case
methodology and data previously collected from a federally funded grant, Factors Contributing
to Academic, Social/communication, and Behavioral Outcomes for Elementary Students with the
Most Significant Cognitive Disabilities. The purpose of this study was to gain deeper insights
into the literacy opportunities students with SSN received when participating in the general
education classroom. Specifically, the four components of Taub et al.’s (2017) OTL framework
(i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded IEP goals) were
analyzed across the five cases to seek how the various attributes facilitated or acted as barriers to
students OTL literacy related to the general education curriculum.
The individual cases in this study varied based on a number of student characteristics and
contexts where literacy instruction was observed. Students were selected based on their literacy
level ranging from the emergent stage of reading and writing up to a third grade level. Some
students had literacy skills that were close to their grade level, while others were significantly
below grade level. Modes of communication for each student varied and included use of
vocalizations, eye-gaze, pictures, speech generating devices, and verbal speech.
The research questions that guided this study were
Q1

What OTL literacy content is provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting?

Q2

What attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP
goals facilitate or act as barriers to OTL in relation to literacy skills within the
general education curriculum for students with SSN?
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The following sections will summarize the findings in relation to the research questions.
Next, implications for practice will be examined followed by limitations of this study. Finally,
implications for future research will be discussed.
Research Question One
Q1

What OTL literacy content is provided to students with SSN when educated in the
general education setting?

The findings from this study show that each participating student with students with
significant support needs received varying amounts and types of OTL literacy with their same
age peers. Students had access to literacy learning during English Language Arts, social studies,
science, and electives. Literacy content included activities such as researching a topic, answering
questions, or responding to a story. It became evident that for this content to be accessed,
exposure to the same general education curriculum as their peers was essential. Second,
instruction or activities providing literacy opportunities were dependent on classroom level
factors. Finally, students needed to be present in class and not being pulled out for breaks or for
instruction in alternative forms and materials.
The five students in this study received OTL literacy while participating in the general
education classroom. Furthermore, consistent with recent studies, instruction was focused on
various components of literacy (Ruppar et al., 2018; Zagona et al., 2021) including
comprehension, vocabulary, alphabet knowledge, and writing. Academic content for these
activities were related to the general education curriculum. These findings are important as
students with SSN are often limited in type and amount of literacy instruction they receive in the
general education setting (Roberts et al., 2013). Nonetheless, students’ OTL literacy focused
heavily on listening comprehension and writing through worksheet completion.
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Access to the general education curriculum is the first step in ensuring students with SSN
have OTL literacy commensurate with their peers. The enacted curriculum refers to the actual
instruction, materials, and grouping formats a teacher uses to teach the general education
curriculum. Findings from this study indicated that the educator providing instruction, materials
used for instruction, and the grouping configuration of students within the classroom impacted
students with SSN and their access to the enacted curriculum.
Findings suggested that OTL literacy was dependent first on classroom level factors one
of which was the amount time the general educator provided instruction. Extant research on
exemplar schools committed to inclusive education has identified the general education teacher
as crucial to the success of students with SSN as they access the general education curriculum in
the general education classroom (Olson et al., 2016; Shogren, McCart, et al., 2015). While
research is clear on the importance of the general educators’ role, students in this study received
limited instruction by the general education teacher and more instruction from their one-to-one
paraprofessional.
The amount of time a general education teacher interacted with students with SSN in this
study was dependent on the grouping formats utilized during instruction. Whole group
instruction provided more opportunities for students to receive literacy instruction from the
general education teacher. However, similar to previous research, when students with SSN were
assisted by their one-to-one paraprofessional during independent work time, the general
education teachers focused their attention on classmates while the paraprofessional focused on
the student with SSN (Giangreco et al., 2001; Kuntz & Carter, 2021).
Opportunities to learn at the classroom level also includes the materials used related to
the general education curriculum. Past research has identified the general education classroom as
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the best setting in which students with SSN will have increased opportunities to participate in
instruction using age-appropriate materials connected to the general education curriculum
(Matzen et al., 2010; Soukup et al., 2007) and more specifically instruction related to literacy (de
Graaf & van Hove, 2015; Dessemontet et al., 2012; Ruppar et al., 2018). However, and also
related to previous research, this study identified that while all students had access to age
appropriate materials, they were not always provided the same OTL general education
curriculum (Kurz et al., 2014; Taub et al., 2017). This study did not compare students with
significant support needs to their peers without disabilities; however, data collected identified
that students with significant support needs worked on alternative tasks, spent the majority of the
time with a paraprofessional, and were often passive participants in what was taking place in the
classroom.
As noted, general education materials were not always selected for students in this study.
Several of the students received curriculum and materials based on their literacy levels or what
teachers believed to be appropriate. Evidence of this practice has also been shown in previous
studies, identifying teachers’ beliefs about current and future relevancy contributing to the type
of literacy experiences they provided for students with SSN (Ruppar et al., 2011).
A notable factor in the failure of OTL was student absence from the general education
classroom. Although all five students were included for a least 80% of their school day, they
were all pulled out for various reasons (e.g., behaviors, related services, classes, breaks). Each
time they were not in the general education classroom with their peers, they missed out on the
potential to learn essential literacy related content. Not only do students with SSN miss learning
core content, being pulled out of class can have a stigmatizing effect on the student who leaves
regularly (Shogren, Gross, et al., 2015).
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Research Question Two
Q2

What attributes of UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP
goals facilitate or act as barriers to OTL in relation to literacy skills within the
general education curriculum for students with SSN?

The second research question addressed the four components of student level
opportunities to learn for students with SSN (i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication
supports, and IEP goals) and whether the delivery of each facilitated or acted as a barrier to
accessing literacy instruction within inclusive settings. In answering this question, findings
showed that student level supports are essential components for students with SSN to have OTL
literacy commensurate with their same age peers. Furthermore, the availability of all four
components increased the likelihood that a student with SSN would actively participate in a
literacy activity related to the general education curriculum.
All students received similar access to universal design for learning connected to multiple
means of engagement and multiple means of representation. Multiple means of expression was
not measured by the ECAT. The analysis revealed that the components of UDL were often
available; however, it was unclear how these components specifically facilitated OTL literacy for
students with SSN. Nevertheless, the literature for exemplar inclusive schools is clear that UDL
is an essential component of building classrooms that provide the needed instructional support
for all students (Kurth et al., 2015; Morningstar et al., 2015; Olson & Ruppar, 2017).
When present, adaptations facilitated OTL literacy. Individual adaptations were often
listed in student individual education plan, however, these supports were not always observed
being provided across the board. This is not uncommon within the literature as studies have
identified adaptions for students with SSN were not always available, connected to student
individual needs, or age appropriate (Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2007; Kurth & Keegan,
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2014). Personnel was the only support available to all students in this study for the majority of
observation intervals. The two students with literacy skills closer to their grade level received
more individual adaptations than the students with wider gaps in literacy level and grade level.
However, barriers to opportunities to learn included absent adaptations or increased presence of a
paraprofessional.
Communication supports were necessary for the five participating students and delineated
in each of their IEPs. However, students in this study received limited communication supports
resulting in fewer opportunities to respond during literacy instruction. These findings are
commensurate with past research noting that while communication supports are critical
components for students to access, participate, and acquire literacy (Erickson & Geist, 2016;
Kearns et al., 2011), they are not always provided and lead to passive participation (Kearns et al.,
2011; Kleinert et al., 2015; Kurth & Keegan, 2014; Toews et al., 2020). And this was particularly
noticeable for lower ability levels.
Individual education plan goals embedded during literacy instruction within the general
education curriculum was an attribute facilitating students’ OTL. The use of embedded
instruction allows students with SSN the opportunity to work on individual goals while also
being engaged in the general education curriculum (Janney & Snell, 2006; McDonnell et al.,
2014). There was evidence of literacy related IEP goals being embedded during instruction for
four of the five students. Students who worked on IEP goals while working on the same
activities as their peers had more active participation.
Lastly, when addressing the four student level components, when treated in isolation, this
did not fully answer the research question. It appears that a consistent presence of the four
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student level components was a mediator to active participation in literacy instruction. Inversely,
the absence of these components was a moderator that appeared related to passive participation.
Implications for Practice
Numerous studies provide examples of exemplary inclusive educational schools for all
students including those with SSN (Kurth et al., 2015; Olson et al., 2016). Students with SSN
within these schools are provided high expectations, have increased opportunities to learn
alongside their peers, access the general education curriculum, and are instructed by the general
education teacher. While exemplary inclusive schools exist, not all practices observed in
inclusive educational settings meet high quality standards. Furthermore, teachers’ perspectives
on disability often impact the degree students with SSN have access to the general education
curriculum, and this runs counter to what the literature identifies as most beneficial for student
with SSN, specifically related to literacy learning (Jackson et al., in press; Ruppar et al., 2018).
High expectations are an essential component to opportunities to learn (Kurz et al., 2014).
High expectations are also essential for student with SSN and their OTL literacy. The
presumption of competence and least dangerous assumption is recognized in the extant literature
as the assumption that students are capable regardless of disability status and it is imperative to
provide high expectations for all students (Donnellan, 1984; Jorgensen et al., 2007).
Furthermore, even if students with SSN remain at the emergent stage of literacy longer than their
respective peers (Kliewer & Biklen, 2001) the goal should remain to increase their independence
as readers (Browder et al., 2012).
While there is an ideal that all students regardless of disability status should be presumed
competent and learn the same general education curriculum in the general education classroom
(Cosier et al., 2013; Dessemontet et al., 2012; Jackson et al., 2008; Jorgensen et al., 2007;
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Matzen et al., 2010; Olson et al., 2016; Ruppar et al., 2018; Soukup et al., 2007), this study
provides evidence that exclusionary practices continue to take place even when students with
SSN are in the general education classroom. This was especially evident for three of the students
in this study. When comparing students with increased active engagement to those with passive
participation, the defining factor was proximity to grade level in their reading and writing skills.
The three students with wider literacy gaps from that of their same age peers received fewer
student level supports and were observed with lower percentages of active participation.
Another apparent barrier identified in this study was that several students in this study
were provided separate instruction in alternate special education curriculums and alternate tasks
during literacy activities in the general education setting. As noted by Jackson et al. (in press),
the use of alternative curriculums has not received sufficient support in the research to justify it
as a valid educational practice. These findings align with previous findings that disability
characteristics, cognitive levels, and readiness skills are still being used as a means to identify
what content is appropriate for a student with SSN (Jackson et al., in press; Ruppar et al.’s,
2011). Teachers continue to select special education curricula for students with SSN even when
general education curriculum is readily available (Jackson et al., in press). However, the use of
special curricula commonly used for students with SSN can be problematic, as evidenced in a
study by Taub et al. (2020). In order for students with SSN to have access and opportunities to
learn literacy commensurate with their peers, they require the same instruction as their peers in
connection to the general education curriculum.
The continual reliance on one-to-one paraprofessionals is also concerning since past
research provides insights on the negative effects of personnel supports for students educated in
inclusive settings. Students with SSN who are supported by a full time paraprofessional in the
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general education classroom receive minimal engagement from the general education teacher
(Giangreco et al., 2001) and less interaction and supports from their peers (Morningstar et al.,
2015). Limited access to peer supports was seen across all students in this study. This study
confirms the continued underutilization of peer supports for students with significant support
needs (Morningstar et al., 2015) and the need to seek ways to decrease reliance on
paraprofessional supports and increase the use of peer supports during academic instruction in
the general education classroom.
Finally, the limited availability of supports necessary to increase active participation have
implications that may connect back to teacher preparation. Recent studies suggest that preservice teachers may not be adequately prepared to provide the supports and instruction
necessary for students with SSN (Jackson et al., in press). Especially in the area of literacy,
Ruppar et al. (2015) learned that in-service teachers participating in their study did not feel that
their undergraduate programs prepared them to teach literacy skills to students with SSN.
Students in this study were provided limited individual academic supports to meet their needs in
the general education classroom. Based on previous research and current findings, missing
components within teacher preparation programs continue to impact how students with SSN are
supported in the general education classroom.
Limitations of Study
The purpose of this study was to identify opportunities to learn literacy content for
students with SSN when educated in the general education classroom. Findings from this study
provide insight on the various components of classroom and student level OTL which have the
potential to increase students’ active participation and learning in content domains where literacy
skills are paramount. However, there are a number of limitations that must be addressed.
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The global pandemic, COVID-19, presented a number of limitations to this study. This
study was based on data previously collected through an IES grant project. At the beginning of
the pandemic, schools around the county closed and remained closed for the remainder of the
2019-2020 school year. Consequently, the Institute of Education Sciences required all data
collection within schools to cease. This limited the ability to contact participating educators for
additionally required data and the member checks that would have supported this study.
Therefore, data was limited to what had already been collected. Ideally, additional observations,
interviews, and member checks would have provided greater insights and trustworthiness to the
findings.
All data utilized for this study were collected through the parent study. Student actions,
content being taught, teacher actions, and ecology of the classroom were captured; however, data
were in numerical form and had to be converted into qualitative data based on the ECAT
Codebook (Kurth & Lockman Turner, 2019). These data were supplemented by additional
qualitative information recorded at various times throughout the observations. Yet, there
remained a number of variables not collected that would have provided greater insights on how
teachers delivered OTL literacy to students with SSN. Classroom observations were dependent
on teacher, student, and observer schedules. Therefore, students in this study might have been
observed on days or during classes where literacy learning was limited. Finally, audio-visual
observations were not recorded for future transcription. The use of video recordings would have
provided greater insights on what was taking place within the classroom and increased the
trustworthiness of the data.
Limitations also existed in the purposeful sampling process specifically related to the
parent study. There were a number of strengths related to the parent study's pool of students
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available for selection. For instance, participants were from different schools, districts, and states
across the US; rural, urban, and suburban settings were represented; and there were 35 students
who qualified as students receiving education in the general education setting for over 80% of
the school day. While most of the students in the study reported here were located in the western
part of the US, each participating student came from a different school and lived in a different
state. Students distributed more widely across the US could have provided more insights into
how students with significant support needs are provided OTL. Furthermore, since they were
selected based on qualifications of the original study, students representing a wider range of
literacy skills may have been left out of the study reported here.
Implications for Future Research
Future research focused on opportunities to learn for students with SSN should seek to
understand ways in which general and special education teachers work together through the
process of incorporating components of UDL, individual adaptions, communication supports,
and IEP goals. Past research has identified collaboration between the general and special
education teacher as an essential component to inclusive education (Hunt et al., 2003;
Morningstar et al., 2015; Olson et al., 2016). Therefore, being able to interview pairs of general
and special education teachers of common students with SSN could provide greater
understandings of how teachers collaborate and provide their students OTL the general education
curriculum within inclusive settings.
Other methods of data collection could expand our understanding of the four components
of OTL. Observations should focus on each individual component of OTL for students with SSN
(i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication supports, and IEP goals). In combination with
document analysis of teacher lesson plans, this information could provide deeper insights into the
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intended (i.e., Common Core State Standards), planned (i.e., lesson plans), and the enacted (i.e.,
actual instruction) curriculum provided to students with significant support needs during literacy
learning in the general education classroom.
Participants for this study were all elementary students with SSN. Future research should
address opportunities to learn literacy for student with SSN in middle and high school. First, by
identifying what OTL literacy secondary students have throughout core content classes, followed
by analyzing how student level components (i.e., UDL, individual adaptations, communication
supports, and embedded IEP goals) are provided at higher grade levels.
Finally, participating teachers in this study were from various schools and districts across
the United States. Their pre-service and in-service training as teachers is unknown. Moreover,
there remains a significant need to further the research on how exemplary general and special
educators working in inclusive schools are trained to provide inclusive opportunities to all
students including those with SSN. Research needs to connect back to how we teach both general
and special education pre-service teachers going into the teaching profession. Furthermore,
research-to-practice needs to occur for in-service teachers on how to provide students with
significant support needs the OTL literacy and to be active participants in their learning within
the general education classroom.
Conclusion
Students with SSN do not always have the same opportunities to learn literacy as their
same age peers while being educated in the general education setting. In order to address these
discrepancies, Taub et al. (2017) identified a framework providing student level supports
addressing students with SSN and their OTL the general education curriculum. The framework
showed how the incorporation of universal design for learning, individual adaptations,
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communication supports, and embedded individual education plan goals could work together to
provide students with SSN the OTL the general education curriculum within inclusive settings.
Past research has focused on components of the framework separately. Universal design
for learning has been identified as a practice increasing academic and social outcomes for
students with SSN. Furthermore, individual adaptations, communication supports, and embedded
IEP goals are practices supported in the literature for increasing students with SSN and their
access to the general education curriculum and increased learning outcomes when educated with
their same age peers.
Literacy skills are an essential life skill for all individuals, with or without a disability.
However, literacy instruction for students with SSN is often limited to emergent literacy skills,
occurs using alternative curriculum materials that have not established research basis, and within
special education contexts.
This study adds to the literature by describing opportunities to learn literacy that occur for
students with SSN in general education classrooms. Its findings suggest that students with SSN
benefit from the provision of appropriate supports at both the classroom and student level when
incorporated with grade level literacy instruction in the general education. The study also raises
the concern that students most in need of these supports are less likely to receive them when
contrasted with students within whom the skills are more evident. It is recommended that this
should be viewed as a wake-up call, that all students should receive the supports they need to
ensure full participation in general education curriculum and classes.
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Conceptual Groups, Categories, and Variables
The following table outlines the three conceptual groups (student behavior, educator behavior, and ecology), and each of the
categories and variables within these conceptual groups:
Conceptual Group: Student Behaviors
Academic Responses (Expression)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Writing
Math
Reading
Talking Academic Content
Watching/Listening
Transitioning / Task Management
Other
No Content Response*
Target Student is out of the Room or on a Break*

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Educator Definition
Paraprofessional
General Education Teacher
Special Education Teacher
Student Teacher
Related Service Provider
Substitute
Peer tutor
Nobody is Giving Instruction*
Other
Target Student is out of the Room or
on a Break*

Instructional Grouping
1. Whole group
2. Small group
3. Paired
4. Individual
5. Target Student is out of the Room
or on a Break*

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Competing Responses
Aggression
Disrupting Others
Engaging in Inappropriate Task
No Competing Responses*
Target Student is out of the Room or on a Break*

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Student Focus
Paraprofessional
General Education Teacher
Special Education Teacher
Peer with Disability
Peer without Disability
Related Service Provider
Other
No Human Focus*
Target Student is out of the Room or on a Break*

Conceptual Group: Educator Behaviors
Educator Academic Action
Educator Focus
Academic Questions and Commands
1. Target Student
Talking Academic Content
2. Target + Classmates
Academic Reading Aloud
3. Classmates Only
Academic Singing
4. Adults in Room
No Academic Instructional Action*
5. No One*
Other
6. Target Student is out of the Room or on
a Break*
Target Student is out of the Room or
on a Break*

Distraction
Staff Distracting
Peer(s) Distracting
Objects
Other
None*
Target Student is out of the Room
or on a Break*
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Conceptual Group: Ecology
Peer Assisted Learning
Academic Tutoring
Demonstration
Behavioral or Motivational
Support
Other
None*
Target Student is out of the
Room or on a Break*

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Educator Behavioral Action
Group Behavior Reinforcement
Group Behavior Correction
Target Student Behavior Reinforcement
Target Student Behavior Correction
Target Student Restraint
None*
Target Student is out of the Room or on a Break*

Access Academic Content
1. Academic Lecture and/or
Demonstration
2. Books
3. Papers
4. Academic Visuals/Graphics
5. Academic Audio
6. Academic Videos
7. Academic Objects
8. Academic Technology
9. Other
10. Not Observed*
11. Target Student Out of Room*

Accommodations / Modifications
1. Environmental Supports
2. Academic Supports
3. Personnel Support
4. Behavior Supports
5. Alternative Task
6. Communication Supports
7. Other
8. None*
9. Target Student is out of the Room
or on a Break*
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Academic & Communication Assessment Survey
This is the Academic & Communication Assessment Survey. As part of the research project
you agreed to participate in, we are asking you to answer questions about your student's current
academic and communication skills. Thank you for your input!
1. Student name
________________________________________________________________

2. Grade
________________________________________________________________

3. Teacher name
________________________________________________________________

4. School name

Speech Communication (Expressive Skills)
5. Does the student use spoken language (speech) to meet expressive communication needs?

o Yes
o No
Display This Question:
If Does the student use spoken language (speech) to meet expressive communication needs? = Yes

6. Estimate student’s spontaneous spoken vocabulary (select one)
o
o
o
o
o

1-5 words
6-20 words
21-50 words
51-200 words
greater than 200 words

o

Display This Question:

o

If Does the student use spoken language (speech) to meet expressive communication needs? = Yes
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7. Choose the statement that best describes the student’s expressive communication with
speech; spoken words can be word approximations as long as meaning can be deduced by a
familiar person (select the highest level that applies)
o Regularly combines 3 or more spoken words, at least approximating grammatical rules, to
accomplish a variety of communicative purposes (e.g., sharing complex information,
asking/answering longer questions, giving directions to another person)
o Usually uses 2 spoken words at a time to meet a variety of communicative purposes (e.g.,
obtaining things including absent objects, social expressions beyond greetings, sharing
o information, directing another person’s attention, asking/answering questions, and
commenting)
o Usually uses only 1 spoken word to meet a limited number of simple communicative
purposes (e.g., refusing/rejecting things, making choices, requesting attention, greeting,
and/or labeling)
o Occasionally uses 1 spoken word to meet a limited number of simple communicative
purposes (e.g., refusing/rejecting things, making choices, requesting attention, greeting,
and/or labeling)
o Imitates, repeats, or produces single words or phrases, but spontaneous use for simple
communicative purposes is rare or non-existent
Display This Question:
If Does the student use spoken language (speech) to meet expressive communication needs? = Yes

8. What spoken vocabulary does the student use in naturalistic school settings? (select all that
apply)
o Academic content vocabulary related to general education grade- level content (e.g.,
identifiers or descriptive language)
o Grammatical vocabulary used in constructing sentences (e.g., articles, prefixes,
conjunctions)
o Vocabulary for describing notable events and personal experiences, past present, and
future (e.g., trip to museum, grandma’s house)
o Basic academic vocabulary (e.g., colors, numbers, shapes, letters)
o Community living or self- help vocabulary (items of clothing, places in the community)
o Emergency or health vocabulary (e.g., illness, pain, medications, physical discomfort)
o Social Vocabulary (e.g., greetings, names of people)
o Functional request or reject vocabulary (e.g., food, drink, “want”, “more” “no!”)
Sign Language
9. Does the student use sign language expressively in addition to or in place of speech to meet
expressive communication needs?
o Yes
o No
Display This Question:
If Does the student use sign language expressively in addition to or in place of speech to meet expr... = Yes
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10. Select the student’s primary sign system
o American Sign Language (ASL)
o Signed Exact English (SEE)
o Hybrid or idiosyncratic/personalized signing system
o Other (specify) ________________________________________________
Display This Question:
If Does the student use sign language expressively in addition to or in place of speech to meet expr... = Yes

11. Estimate this student's spontaneous sign vocabulary (select one)
o 1-5 words
o 6-20 words
o 21-50 words
o 51-200 words
o greater than 200 words
Display This Question:
If Does the student use sign language expressively in addition to or in place of speech to meet expr... = Yes

12. Choose the statement that best describes the student’s expressive communication with sign
language; signed words can be sign approximations as long as their meaning can be deduced
by a familiar person (select the highest level that applies)
o Regularly combines 3 or more signed words, at least approximating grammatical rules, to
accomplish a variety of communicative purposes (e.g., sharing complex information,
asking/answering longer questions, giving directions to another person)
o Usually uses 2 signed words at a time to meet a variety of communicative purposes (e.g.,
obtaining things including absent objects, social expressions beyond greetings, sharing
information, directing another person’s attention, asking/answering questions, and
commenting)
o Usually uses only 1 signed word to meet a limited number of simple communicative
purposes (e.g., refusing/rejecting things, requesting, making choices, securing attention,
greeting, and labeling)
o Occasionally uses 1 signed word to meet a limited number of simple communicative
purposes (e.g., refusing/rejecting things, requesting, making choices, securing attention,
greeting, and/or labeling)
o Imitates or produces signs when directed to do so, but spontaneous use for simple
communicative purposes is rare or non-existent
Display This Question:
If Does the student use sign language expressively in addition to or in place of speech to meet expr... = Yes
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13. What signing vocabulary does the student use in naturalistic school settings? (select all
that apply)
o Academic content vocabulary related to general education grade- level content (e.g.,
identifiers or descriptive language)
o Grammatical vocabulary used in constructing sentences (e.g., articles, prefixes,
conjunctions)
o Vocabulary for describing notable events and personal experiences, past present, and
future (e.g., trip to museum, grandma’s house)
o Basic academic vocabulary (e.g., colors, numbers, shapes, letters)
o Community living or self- help vocabulary (items of clothing, places in the community)
o Emergency or health vocabulary (e.g., illness, pain, medications, physical discomfort)
o Social Vocabulary (e.g. greetings, names of people)
o Functional request or reject vocabulary (e.g., food, drink, “want”, “more” “no!”)
Symbols
14. Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet
expressive communication needs?
o Yes
o No
Display This Question:
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet expres... = Yes

15. Estimate this student's spontaneous symbol vocabulary (select one)
o
o
o
o
o

1-5 symbols
6-20 symbols
21-50 symbols
51-200 symbols
greater than 200 symbols

Display This Question:
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet expres... = Yes

16. Choose the statement that best describes the student’s expressive communication with
symbols (select the highest level that applies)
o Regularly combines 3 or more symbols, at least approximating grammatical patterns, to
accomplish a variety of communicative purposes (e.g., sharing complex information,
asking/answering longer questions, giving directions to another person)
o Usually uses 2 symbols at a time to meet a variety of more complex communicative
purposes (e.g., obtaining things including absent objects, social expressions beyond
o greetings, sharing information, directing another person’s attention, asking/answering
questions, and commenting)
o Usually uses only 1 symbol to meet a limited number of simple communicative purposes
(e.g., refusing/rejecting things, making choices, requesting attention, greeting, and labeling)
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o Occasionally uses 1 symbol to meet a limited number of simple communicative purposes
(e.g., refusing/rejecting things, making choices, requesting attention, greeting, and labeling)
Display This Question:
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet express... = Yes

17. How many symbols does the student choose from when communicating? (choose the level
that best applies)
o
o
o
o

1 or 2 at a time
3 or 4 at a time
5 to 9 at a time
10 or more at a time

Display This Question:
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet expres... = Yes

18. What types of symbols does the student use? (select all that apply)
o
o
o
o
o

Real objects
Tactile symbols
Pictures, photos, line drawings
Representational symbol systems (e.g., Picsyms, Semantic Compaction; Bliss symbols)
Text and letters

Display This Question:
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet expres... = Yes

19. What voice output technology does the student use? (select all that apply)
o
o
o
o

None
Single message devices (e.g., BIGmac)
Simple devices (e.g., GoTalk; QuickTalker; SuperTalker)
Complex speech generating devices (e.g., Tobii-DynaVox, PRC, ProLoQuo)

Display This Question:
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet expres... = Yes

20. What level of system complexity does the student work with on a daily basis? (select the
highest that applies)
o One level or page; other pages do not exist or they are not functional or not used
o One level or page; support person can change pages, and student then responds
o Autonomously switches from pages based on needs or changing activities
Display This Question
If Does the student use symbols in addition to or in place of speech or sign language to meet expres... = Yes
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21. What symbol vocabulary does the student use in naturalistic school settings? (select all
that apply)
o Academic content vocabulary related to general education grade- level content (e.g.,
identifiers or descriptive language)
o Grammatical vocabulary used in constructing sentences (e.g., articles, prefixes,
conjunctions)
o Vocabulary for describing notable events and personal experiences, past present, and
future (e.g., trip to museum, grandma’s house)
o Basic academic vocabulary (e.g., colors, numbers, shapes, letters)
o Community living or self- help vocabulary (items of clothing, places in the community)
o Emergency or health vocabulary (e.g., illness, pain, medications, physical discomfort)
o Social Vocabulary (e.g. greetings, names of people)
o Functional request or reject vocabulary (e.g., food, drink, “want”, “more” “no!”)
Other Communication Modalities
22. If the student does not use speech, sign language, or symbols, which of the following
statements best describes the student’s expressive communication? (select the statement that
best applies)
o Uses conventional gestures (e.g., waving, nodding and shaking head, thumbs up or down),
looking, pointing, purposeful eye-gazing, and/or vocalizations to communicate intentionally
but does not presently use symbols or sign language
o Uses in an intentional manner unconventional vocalizations (e.g., making noise for
attention, grunts to express satisfaction), unconventional gestures (e.g., opening mouth to
indicate hunger and closing mouth to indicate done), and/or body movements (squirming to
indicate discomfort) to communicate with others
o Exhibits only behaviors that may be reflexive and are not intentionally communicative but
are interpreted by others as communication (e.g., turning away, crying, laughing when
physically stimulated, spitting out food, reaching for an object, pushing an object away)
o Not applicable, the student does use speech, sign language, or symbols to meet expressive
communication needs
Understanding Language (Receptive Skills)
23. Score each one to show how consistently the student uses each skill:
(a) Never or Almost Never (0%-20% of the time)
(b) Occasionally (21-50% of the time)
(c) Frequently (51-80% of the time)
(d) Consistently (more than 80% of the time) If the student previously demonstrated and no
longer receives or needs instruction, select “consistently”
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How consistently the
student uses each
skill

Never or
Almost Never

Occasionally

Frequently

Consistently

Matches equivalent
things in the
immediate vicinity
when asked (e.g.,
pictures, objects,
symbols, or other
referents) (2)

o

o

o

o

Points to, looks at, or
touches things in the
immediate vicinity
when asked (e.g.,
pictures, objects,
symbols, other
referents) (3)

o

o

o

o

Performs simple
actions, movements,
or activities when
asked (e.g., comes to
teacher’s location,
gives an object to
teacher or peer,
locates or retrieves an
object) (4)

o

o

o

o

Responds
appropriately, using
speech, sign,
gestures, facial
expression, when
offered a favorite
item that is not
present or visible
(e.g., “Do you want
ice cream?”) (5)

o

o

o

o

Recognizes the sight,
sound, or touch of
desired people,
places, or things (1)
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Responds
appropriately in any
modality (speech,
sign, gestures, facial
expressions) to single
words that are
spoken, signed, or
pointed to (6)

o

o

o

o

Responds
appropriately in any
modality (sign,
gestures, facial
expressions) to
phrases and sentences
that are spoken,
signed, or pointed to
(7)

o

o

o

o

Follows directions
involving more than
one step when
prompted to do so
(e.g., gets a
worksheet or journal
and begins to work;
distributes items
needed by peers for a
lesson or activity;
looks at requested or
desired item and then
looks at location
where it should go)
(8)

o

o

o

o

24. How proficient/consistent is the student in showing understanding of conversational
(discourse), using spoken words, symbols, signs, yes/no responding, or conventional gestures
that express understanding (e.g., smiles, laughing, looks of acknowledgement) in
conversations about events, materials, or activities occurring in the immediate environment.
o Frequently does not use or show understanding of language about something occurring in
the immediate environment; e.g., teacher is describing the actions of another person in
room, and the student does not recognize how the words map onto the actions
o Frequently uses or shows understanding of language about something occurring in the
immediate environment; e.g., teacher is describing the actions of another person in room,
and the student shows understanding of the description as it is presented
o Frequently uses or shows understanding of language about something occurring in the
immediate environment, and can add to it; e.g., teacher is describing the actions of another
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person in the room, and the student can add something not yet mentioned about what is
being observed
25. How proficient/consistent is the student in showing understanding of conversational
(discourse), using spoken words, symbols, signs, yes/no responding, or conventional gestures
that express understanding (e.g., smiles, laughing, looks of acknowledgement) in
conversations about events, materials, or activities that were experienced or observed by the
student in the past.
o Frequently does not use or show understanding of language that identifies or represents
something that that occurred in the student’s past; e.g., an outing last week to a museum is
discussed and no recall is expressed in student’s reactions or communications
o Frequently uses or shows understanding of language that describes something that
occurred in the student’s past; e.g., an outing last week to a museum is discussed and
descriptions prompt remembering, as evidenced by the student’s expressions or
communications
o Frequently uses or shows understanding of language that describes something that
occurred in the student’s past, and the student can add a detail, additional fact, or wants to
know more; e.g., an outing last week to a museum is discussed and the student can provide
an additional detail
26. How proficient/consistent is the student in showing understanding of conversational
(discourse), using spoken words, symbols, signs, yes/no responding, or conventional gestures
that express understanding (e.g., smiles, laughing, looks of acknowledgement) in
conversations about the world we live in that the student has been instructed on in lessons and
educational activities.
o Frequently, does not name, identify, or show by some other means (e.g., yes/no answers)
recognition of people, places and things from school lessons when prompted or asked to do
so; e.g., does not readily match pictures to spoken words of animals without assistance,
despite weeks of instruction
o Frequently names, identifies, or shows by some other means (e.g., yes/no answers)
recognition of people, places and things from school lessons when prompted or asked to do
so; e.g., readily matches pictures to spoken words of animals following periods of
instruction without assistance
o Frequently names, identifies, or shows by some other means (e.g., yes/no answers) multiple
characteristics of things being studied when prompted or asked to do so; e.g., can define
several qualities of a mammal, or give several examples and non-examples
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27. In what way does this student presently acquire new vocabulary, in any modality? (select
the highest level that applies)
o Does acquire new words incidentally when being used by adults and peers on a weekly or
daily basis that are related to the naturalistic activities of instruction in which he/she is
participating
o Does acquire new words with instruction or encouragement when being used by adults and
peers on a weekly or daily basis that are related to the naturalistic activities of instruction in
which he/she is participating
o Does acquire new words with instruction when targeted as part of daily or weekly ongoing
instruction in the natural environment (e.g. embedded instruction)
o Does acquire new words that are targeted in daily or weekly instruction through intensive
training and practice routines
o Does acquire new words mostly over a long period of time (e.g., months); intensive training
and practice routines occur on a daily or weekly basis but vocabulary acquisition does not
readily occur
o Acquires new words rarely or not at all; may have a basic vocabulary used either
expressively or receptively, but instruction either focuses on other more functional learning
targets, or has not been very successful so far
Attention and Understanding of Instruction
28. Level of attention to teacher-directed instruction (select the highest level that applies)
o Generally sustains attention to teacher-directed instruction
o Demonstrates fleeting attention to teacher-directed instructional activities and requires
repeated bids or prompts for attention
o Demonstrates little or no attention to teacher-directed instructional activities
29. Level of attention to computer-directed instruction (select the highest level that applies)
o Generally sustains attention to computer-directed instruction
o Demonstrates fleeting attention to computer-directed instructional activities and requires
repeated bids or prompts for attention
o Demonstrates little or no attention to computer-directed instructional activities
30. General level of understanding instruction (select the highest level that applies)
o Applies understanding of skills and concepts to novel instructional activities (e.g.,
generalizes learning to new settings, uses previously learned skills in unfamiliar problems or
situations with no more than minimal prompting or support)
o Demonstrates understanding of previously instructed skills and concepts in similar
situations without prompting and support (e.g., uses previously learned skills in familiar
problems or situations without prompting or support)
o Demonstrates understanding of previously instructed skills and concepts with prompting
and support (e.g., uses previously learned skills only with prompting and support)
o Participates in instructional activities with prompting and support (e.g., participates but
does not apply previously learned skills to familiar situations even with prompting and
support)
o Does not participate in instructional activities even with prompting and support
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Literacy Skills: Reading
31. Score each one to show how consistently the student uses each skill:
(a) Never or Almost Never (0%-20% of the time)
(b) Occasionally (21-50% of the time)
(c) Frequently (51-80% of the time)
(d) Consistently (more than 80% of the time)
If the student previously demonstrated and no longer receives or needs instruction, select
“consistently”
How consistently the student uses each skill
Never or Almost
Never (1)

Occasionally (2)

Frequently (3)

Consistently (4)

Recognizes single
symbols presented
visually or
tactually (e.g.,
letters, numerals,
environmental
signs such as
restroom symbols,
logos, trademarks,
or business signs
such as fast food
restaurants) (1)

o

o

o

o

Understands
purpose of print or
Braille but not
necessarily by
manipulating a
book (e.g., knows
correct
orientation, does
find beginning of
text, understands
purpose of text in
print or Braille,
enjoys being read
to) (2)

o

o

o

o

Enjoys hearing
familiar stories
read out loud,
responding
sometimes to
critical events (3)

o

o

o

o
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Looks through
certain familiar
books, using the
pictures to know
the stories (4)

o

o

o

o

Matches sounds to
symbols or signs
to symbols (e.g.,
matches sounds to
letters presented
(5)

o

o

o

o

Can be taught a
task or routine
through pictorial
or video-based
instruction (6)

o

o

o

o

Follows a social
story that is
presented in
pictures or read
out loud by an
adult (7)

o

o

o

o

Reads words,
phrases, or
sentences in print
or Braille when
symbols are
provided with the
words (8)

o

o

o

o

Identifies
individual words
without picture
support (e.g.,
recognizes words
in print or Braille;
does choose
correct word using
eye gaze) (9)

o

o

o

o

170
Participates in
shared reading
activities with
peers by reading
portions of the
text, pointing to or
identifying key
words, or
directing attention
to pictures in
relation to what is
being read (10)

o

o

o

o

Reads text
presented in print
or Braille but does
not answer
questions or
interpret the text
(11)

o

o

o

o

Reads text in print
or Braille,
showing
comprehension by
locating answers
in text, answering
questions,
retelling after
reading, or
completing maze
tasks) (12)

o

o

o

o

Associates
something read
with something in
personal life (13)

o

o

o

o

Explains or
elaborates on text
read in print or
Braille (14)

o

o

o

o
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32. Student’s approximate instructional reading level in print or Braille (select the highest one
that applies)
o Does not read any words when presented in print or Braille (not including environmental
signs or logos)
o Reads only a few words or up to pre-primer level
o Primer to first grade level
o Above first grade level to second grade level
o Above second grade level to third grade level
o Above third grade level
Literacy Skills: Writing
33. Score each one to show how consistently the student uses each skill:
(a) Never or Almost Never (0%-20% of the time)
(b) Occasionally (21-50% of the time)
(c) Frequently (51-80% of the time)
(d) Consistently (more than 80% of the time)
If the student previously demonstrated and no longer receives or needs instruction, select
“consistently”
How consistently the student uses each skill
Never or Almost
Never (1)

Occasionally (2)

Frequently (3)

Consistently (4)

Knows to mark in
particular places
and not others
(e.g., name at top
of page; mark a
picture that is an
answer) (2)

o

o

o

o

Produces letters or
symbols when
asked to write,
without regard to
meaning (e.g.,
writes single
letters or numbers
with a crayon,
randomly selects
letters from
alphabet or on
keyboard,
randomly selects
symbols from
communication
board) (3)

o

o

o

o
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Copies or traces
letters and words
with marker or
with keyboard but
does not
independently
write (4)

o

o

o

o

Selects symbols to
express meaning
when asked to
write (e.g., forms
words with pencil
or pen or by
choosing letters on
keyboard, selects
symbols on
communication
board) (5)

o

o

o

o

Dictates several
ideas or
experiences for a
partner to write
which are aligned
with a theme,
teacher- or selfselected (6)

o

o

o

o

Writes word
sequences using
word banks to
select or copy
words (e.g., copies
words with pencil
or pen, copies
words using
keyboard, selects
words on
communication
board) (7)

o

o

o

o

Writes (paper,
keyboards or AAC
symbols) words
showing
awareness of
letters as sound in
words and the
interchangeability
of letters/sounds
across words (8)

o

o

o

o
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Writes (paper,
keyboards or AAC
symbols) to
convey simple
experiences,
thoughts, or ideas
(9)

o

o

o

o

Uses spelling (not
always correct) to
write simple
phrases and
sentences (e.g.,
writes phrases and
sentences
independently
without copying,
uses keyboard or
other technology
to produce phrases
and sentences
without copying)
(10)

o

o

o

o

Produces
paragraph-length
text via writing,
keyboarding, or
other technology
that presents
opening, content,
and closing ideas
without copying
(11)

o

o

o

o

Produces by
writing,
keyboarding,
symbol selection,
or dictation a story
sequence aligned
with a theme or
experience (12)

o

o

o

o
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34. Student’s approximate instructional writing level in print or technology (select the highest

one that applies)
o Does not read any words when presented in print or Braille (not including environmental
signs or logos)
o Reads only a few words or up to pre-primer level
o Primer to first grade level
o Above first grade level to second grade level
o Above second grade level to third grade level
o Above third grade level
Math
35. Score each one to show how consistently the student uses each skill:
(a) Never or Almost Never (0%-20% of the time)
(b) Occasionally (21-50% of the time)
(c) Frequently (51-80% of the time)
(d) Consistently (more than 80% of the time)
If the student previously demonstrated and no longer receives or needs instruction, select
“consistently”
How consistently the student uses each skill
Never or
Almost Never
(1)

Occasionally
(2)

Frequently (3)

Consistently
(4)

Answer 5 (5)

Creates or
matches patterns
of objects or
images (1)

o

o

o

o

o

Identifies simple
shapes in 2 or 3
dimensions
(e.g., square,
circle, triangle,
cube, sphere)
(2)

o

o

o

o

o

Counts more
than two objects
(3)

o

o

o

o

o

Counts using
fingers, marks,
or objects (4)

o

o

o

o

o
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Skip counts by
2s, 5s, or 10s (5)

o

o

o

o

o

Counts
backward from
20 (6)

o

o

o

o

o

Adds or
subtracts by
joining or
separating
groups of
objects (7)

o

o

o

o

o

Adds and/or
subtracts using
numerals (8)

o

o

o

o

o

Forms groups of
objects for
multiplication or
division (9)

o

o

o

o

o

Multiplies
and/or divides
using numerals
(10)

o

o

o

o

o

Associates
(selects, asks
for) a calculator
or number line
with math tasks
(11)

o

o

o

o

o

Tells time using
an analog or
digital clock
(12)

o

o

o

o

o

Uses common
measuring tools
(e.g., ruler or
measuring cup)
(13)

o

o

o

o

o

Uses a schedule,
agenda,
calendar, or
digital clock to
identify or
anticipate
activities (14)

o

o

o

o

o
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Solves word or
story problems
using addition,
subtraction,
multiplication,
and/or division.
Note: the word
problem may be
read aloud to
the student to
address reading
support needs.
(15)

o

o

o

o

o

Demonstrates
spatial sense
(e.g.,
understanding
size
(bigger/smaller),
space, position,
direction, and
movement) (16)

o

o

o

o

o

Can make a
reasonable
guess about the
amount or size
of something
(e.g., number of
pennies in the
pile is closer to
10 than 100)
(17)

o

o

o

o

o

36. Student’s approximate instructional math level (select the highest one that applies)
o
o
o
o
o

Does not demonstrate math at kindergarten level
Kindergarten to first grade level
Above first grade level to second grade level
Above second grade level to third grade level
Above third grade level

Science
37. Score each one to show how consistently the student uses each skill:
(a) Never or Almost Never (0%-20% of the time)
(b) Occasionally (21-50% of the time)
(c) Frequently (51-80% of the time)
(d) Consistently (more than 80% of the time)
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If the student previously demonstrated and no longer receives or needs instruction, select
“consistently”
How consistently the student uses each skill
Never or
Almost Never
(1)

Occasionally
(2)

Frequently (3)

Consistently
(4)

Answer 5
(5)

Sorts objects or
materials by
common
properties (e.g.,
color, size, shape)
(1)

o

o

o

o

o

Identifies
similarities and
differences (2)

o

o

o

o

o

Recognizes
patterns by
showing what
comes next (3)

o

o

o

o

o

Identifies
important
concepts via
words or pictures
in a domain of
science (e.g.,
plants and
animals) as it is
being studied (4)

o

o

o

o

o

Uses or poses
questions as a
way to learn more
(5)

o

o

o

o

o

Compares initial
and final
conditions to
determine if
something
changed (ice cube
to water;
caterpillar to
butterfly) (6)

o

o

o

o

o
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o

Uses data,
diagrams, or
maps, visual
models to
answer
questions
(e.g., about
weather) (7)

o

o

o

o

o

Identifies
evidence that
supports a claim
(8)

o

o

o

o

o

Identifies cause
and effect
relationship (9)

o

o

o

o

o

Uses data,
diagrams, maps,
or visual models
to explain
phenomenon (10)

o

o

o

o

o

38. Indicate highest level of participation in science activities within the classroom
o Does not participate in science-related activities.
o Participates in classroom science-based activities by following along and looking
o Primer to first grade level Participates in classroom science-based activities if given a role
such as manipulating materials
o Participates in classroom science-based activities through the use of language (e.g., speech,
symbols, signs, picture matching) to identify materials or actions or results
o Participates in classroom science-based activities through word identification (e.g., points to
words equivalent to actions or materials or results)
o Participates in classroom science-based activities through reading short sections of
narrative with or without intermittent support (e.g., reads next-step instructions that have
been simplified
o Actively assists in the development of a class presentation, such as a PowerPoint on science
content (e.g., chooses content or pictures, or helps sequence slides)
o Dictates/summarizes (speech, sign, writing, word processing, AAC) partial reports on what
occurred in a science activity
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Basic Information
1. School ID #__________
2. Student ID #_________
3. Birthdate ___________
4. Student’s gender: Male _____

Female _____

Other _____

5. Current Grade
o Kindergarten

o Fourth

o First

o Fifth

o Second
o Third
6 School lunch status
o Free or reduce priced lunch
o No free or reduce priced lunch
o Unknown

o Sixth
o Unsure

7 Disability classification
o Developmental Delay
o Intellectual Disability
o Autism Spectrum Disorder
o Multiple Disabilities
o Other ____________________________________
o Unsure
8.
o
o
o
o
o
o

List the roles of all IEP team members (select all that apply)
Special education teacher
General education teacher (specify content area) _________________________
Related service personnel (specify roles) ________________________________
Family member(s)
Administrator
Other (specify) _____________________________________________________

9. Present Levels of Student Performance -Communication Skills
Within the current IEP, how were communication skills described verbatim?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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10. Present Levels of Student Performance -Reading Skills
Within the current IEP, how were reading skills described verbatim?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
11. Present Levels of Student Performance -Writing
Within the current IEP, how were writing skills described verbatim?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
12. Present Levels of Student Performance -Math
Within the current IEP, how were math skills described verbatim?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
13. Present Levels of Student Performance -Behavior

Within the current IEP, how were behavior skills described verbatim?
________________________________________________________________

14. Present Levels of Student Performance -Social Skills
Within the current IEP, how were social skills described verbatim?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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Related Services
15. Speech Language
o Not an IEP service (SLP)
o An IEP service: Hours per week: ____________________________
16. Physical Therapy
o Not an IEP service
o An IEP service: Hours per week _____________________________
17. Occupational Therapy
o Not an IEP service
o An IEP service: Hours per week _____________________________
18. Adapted physical education
o Not an IEP service
o An IEP service: Hours per week ___________________________
19. Related service: Other
o Define Service ________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
o Define service ________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
o Define service ________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
o Define service ________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
o Define service ________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
o Define service _________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
o Define service _________________________________________________
Hours per week _______________________________________________
20. Other specialized services / factors (select all that apply)
o Behavior support plan
o English as a second or other language
o Blind or visual impairment services
o Special health care plan
o Alternative or augmentative communication
o Assistive technology
o Deaf or hard of hearing services
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Accommodations and Modifications
21. Accommodations and modifications. Check the box if the adaptation is allowed during
instruction. Check the box if the adaptation is allowed during testing. Check the box if it is
unclear when the adaptation is allowed.
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Used during
instruction? (1)

Used during testing?
(2)

Unsure when it is
used (3)

Adaptation 1

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 2

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 3

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 4

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 5

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 6

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 7

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 8

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 9

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 10

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 11

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 12

▢

▢

▢

Adaptation 13

▢

▢

▢

Student Goals
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22. Write the text of the goal, exactly as it appears in the IEP. Then select the corresponding
goal code.
Goal 1
▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)
Goal 2

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 3

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 4

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 5

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 6

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 7

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 8

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 9

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 10

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 11

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 12

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 13

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 14

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)

Goal 15

▼ Reading (1) ... Motor (15)
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Student Demographic Survey
Purpose
The Student Demographic Survey provides basic descriptive data addressing student
characteristics, educational setting and curriculum characteristics, and selected educational
supports.
Administration
The Student Demographic Survey is administered via either interview with a member of the
research team or through direct data entry by the teacher. In both cases, data entry is electronic.
The individual who is the source of the data--most often, the special education teacher--is the
teacher most responsible for the education of the target student.
When Administered?
The survey is to be completed in the fall and updated in the spring. Completion time is
approximately 10-15 minutes in the fall.
Student Demographic Survey
Student Name:
Grade:
Teacher Role
o General Education Teacher
o Special Education Teacher

Name of Teacher Completing Survey:

1.
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Nature of student’s PRIMARY disability (select only one)
Autism Spectrum Disorder
o Orthopedic Impairment
Deaf-blindness
o Other Health Impairment
Deafness
o Specific Learning Disability
Emotional Disturbance
o Speech or Language Impairment
Hearing Impairment
o Traumatic Brain Injury
Intellectual Disability
o Visual Impairment (Including Blindness)
Multiple Disabilities
o Developmental Disability

2.
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
3.

Nature of student’s SECONDARY disability (select all that apply)
Autism Spectrum Disorder
o Orthopedic Impairment
Deaf-blindness
o Other Health Impairment
Deafness
o Specific Learning Disability
Emotional Disturbance
o Speech or Language Impairment
Hearing Impairment
o Traumatic Brain Injury
Intellectual Disability
o Visual Impairment (Including Blindness)
Multiple Disabilities
o Developmental
Student’s gender: Male _____
Female _____
Other _____

4. Student’s date of birth: ______
5. Student's race
o White
o Black or African American
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o
o
o
o

American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Island
Not disclosed

6. Student’s ethnicity
o Hispanic or Latino
o Not Hispanic or Latino
o Not disclose
7. Please indicate student’s approximate level of intelligence:
o IQ within average limits (85 and above)
o Mild intellectual disability (IQ 70-85)
o Moderate intellectual disability (IQ 55-69)
o Severe intellectual disability (IQ 40-54)
o Profound intellectual disability (IQ below 40)
o IQ not reported
8.
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Student’s home language:
English
Spanish
Chinese (including Mandarin, Cantonese)
French or French Creole
Tagalog
Vietnamese
Korean
Arabic

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Persian
Russian
Hmong
Punjabi
Hindi
Italian
Japanese
Other (specify)

9. If the student's first language is not English, how proficient is the student in English? (for
each column, select one descriptor)
Social Language
Understands little or
none (1)

Understands with
contextual support or
with augmentation (2)

Nearly as proficient in
English as in first
language (3)

Social Language
(talking with others)
(2)

o

o

o

Academic Language
(classroom learning)
(3)

o

o

o

10. Educational setting for student spends the majority of time this year (select only one)
o General Education
o Resource room
o Self-contained class
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o Community-based services
o Hospital/Homebound
o Other (specify) ___________
11. Which class(es) is(are) this student included in with same-age general education peers in
general education? (select all that apply)
o Math
o Science
o Language Arts
o Social Studies
o Electives/Specials (specify)____________
o Other (specify)____________
12. How many hours per day does this student typically spend in general education coursework
with general education peers (Math, Science, Language Arts, Social Studies, or other
academic courses)?
o 0 hours
o Less than 1hour
o Between 1 -3 hours
o More than 3 hours and less than 5 hours
o 5 or more hours
13. How many hours per day does this student typically spend with general education peers
outside of academic coursework (lunch, free time, fine arts elective, etc.):
o 0 hours
o Less than1hour
o Between 1 -3 hours
o More than 3 hours and less than 5 hours
o 5 or more hours
14. How is the student supported in the general education classroom? (select all that apply)
o Does not attend setting
o 1-on-1 Paraprofessional
o Roving (Itinerant) Paraprofessional
o
o
o
o
o

Class-based Paraprofessional
Peer tutor or buddy (peer without disability)
General Education teacher
Special Education teacher
Other (specify) ___________

15. How is the student supported in the self-contained or special education classroom? (select all
that apply)
o Does not attend setting
o 1-on-1 Paraprofessional
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o
o
o
o
o
o

Roving (Itinerant) Paraprofessional
Class-based Paraprofessional
Peer tutor or buddy (peer without disability)
General Education teacher
Special Education teacher
Other (specify) ___________

16. Indicate how instructional materials (e.g., assignments, worksheets, reading or math
materials, websites) for academic instruction are typically selected (select one answer):
o Materials are based on very young (preschool) children because of developmental level
o Materials are based on, or are the same as, earlier grade-level materials because of
academic level
o Materials are based on remedial curriculum materials because of academic level
o Materials are based on the student’s age and grade level with or without modifications
because that is what students of the same age are doing
o Academic materials are not used (i.e., not relevant to curriculum or student’s IEP goals)
17. Does the student's family receive the same report card as other students in the district or
school?
o Yes, exactly the same
o Yes, with modifications
o No (may receive IEP reports)
18. Identify any special curricula that are being used in instruction with the student.
Not used Used for
Used to
Used to
Used in
materials supplement supplement accordance
& ideas
or augment of augment with its
general
special
purpose and
education
education
instructions
curriculum curriculum as a primary
curriculum
source
Early Literacy Skill
Builders
PCI Reading Program
Edmark Reading
Program
MEville to WEville:
Early Literacy and
Communication
Curriculum
Literacy: Unique to
You (U2Y)
Math: Unique to You
(U2Y) (i.e., Unique
Learning System)
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Math: Teaching to the
Standards
Equals (Ablenet)
State, District, or
School-designed
Curriculum for
Students with
Disabilities, based on
expanded or adjusted
General Education
Standards
(specify whether state, district-, or schooldesigned)
State, district, or
school-designed
curriculum for
students with
disabilities, based on
adaptive skills (e.g.,
mealtime, toileting,
etc.) (specify whether
state-, district-, or
school-designed)
Other (specify
Other (specify)
19. If none of the above, check the statement below that is most true for this student:
o Curriculum and instruction with this student is based primarily on adapted (as needed)
general education curriculum
o Curriculum and instruction with this student is based primarily on classroom teacher
selected meaningful & engaging activities
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Classroom Demographic Survey
Purpose
The Classroom Demographic Survey provides basic descriptive data addressing (a) teacher
information, (b) student characteristics of the classroom, (c) classroom staffing, (d) teaching
approaches, and (e) cultural responsiveness.
Administration
The Classroom Characteristic Survey will be filled out for the classroom setting the target
student spends the majority of their school day. For students in Placement B (i.e., schools in
which students with significant cognitive disability are disproportionally represented and spend
40% to 79% of the school day inside the general education classroom), both the general
education teacher and the special education teacher of record will complete the survey. For
Placement C (student spends 40% or less of the school day inside the general education
classroom), you might collect data for both placements depending on the individual student and
actual time in both settings. If possible, collect data for both placement settings. The Classroom
Characteristic Survey is administered either by interview with a member of the research team or
through direct data entry by the teacher. In both cases, data entry is electronic.
When Administered?
The survey is completed in the fall and updated in the spring. Completion time is approximately
10-15 minutes in the fall. Updating in the spring focuses on whether there have been any
changes, and it takes approximately 10 minutes or less.
Classroom Characteristics Survey
Student Name:
Teacher Name:

Grade:
School Name:

Teacher Information
In this section, you will answer questions about yourself, your teaching history, and teaching
responsibilities in relation to the target student.
1. Gender
o Male
o Female
o Other
2. Age ______
3. Race
o White
o Black or African-American
o American Indian or Alaska Native
o Asian
o Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
o Not disclosed
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4. Ethnicity
o Hispanic or Latino
o Not Hispanic of Latino
o Not disclosed
5. How many years you been teaching? (including this one)? ________
6. What certifications do you hold?
o Elementary - general education
o Special Education – mild or high-incidence disabilities
o Special Education – severe or low-incidence disabilities
o Special Education – cross categorical
o Secondary – general education (any subject area)
o Administrative certification
o Other: Please describe
7. Are you on an emergency certification teaching license?
o Yes (specify what it is for) __________________________________
o No
8. What is your current teaching role?
o General education teacher
o Special Education – mild or high-incidence disabilities
o Special Education – severe or low-incidence disabilities
o Other – please describe
8. How many years have you been in this position? (including this one) _______
9. Are you a member of a school team (i.e., TAT, MTSS, SWPBIS)?
o Yes
o No
10. What classes/subjects do you teach the target student? (select all that apply)
o Math
o Music
o Language Arts
o PE
o Science
o Art
o Social Studies
o Other (specify)
Student Characteristics of the Classroom
In this section, you will answer questions about the overall makeup of the student population of
your classroom for which the target student resides.
11. Number of students _______
12. Number of students with ESL needs________
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13. Number of students with an IEP_______
14. Number of students eligible to take the alternative assessment________
15. Data, on IEP goals and pertinent medical information, are collected regularly.
o Frequently
o Sometimes
o Rarely
o Never
16. Data, on IEP goals and pertinent medical information, is reviewed by the IEP team to make
program changes.
o Frequently
o Sometimes
o Rarely
o Never
Staffing
17. How often the following individuals come into your classroom to work with any of the
classroom students.
• Daily: The individual is in the classroom every day throughout the school year.
• Weekly: The individual is in the classroom regularly each week throughout the school year.
• Monthly: The individual is in the classroom one or two times a month.
• Irregularly: The individual is in the classroom less than one time a month.
Indicate how many of the given individuals come into your classroom for each time interval.
Staffing
Time Interval
General Education Teacher
o Daily
If the general education teacher is being
o Weekly
interviewed, select “yes” only if another
o Monthly
general education teacher comes into their
o Irregularly
classroom to work with the students.
o Does not come into classroom
Special Education Teacher
If the special education teacher is being
interviewed, only select “yes” if another special
education teacher comes into their classroom to
work with the students.
Paraprofessional
A staff member who is hired in a noncredentialed capacity and is paid to assist the
lead educator by providing behavioral,
physical, and/or academic support to a specific
student(s). Also known as ‘Teaching Assistant,’
‘Aide,’ or other terms.
Peer Mentor

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom

o Daily
o Weekly
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A general education peer who is primarily
taking on a teaching or helping role, rather
than a co-learner role. The peer may be
assigned by an educator or takes on a primarily
helping or teaching role on their own. A peer
could be from any grade level.
Interpreters

ESL Specialists

Volunteers
A parent, grandparent, or other community
volunteer who comes into the classroom to help
with students or other classroom activities.
Speech Language Pathologist (SLP)

Physical Therapist (PT)

Occupational Therapist (OT)

Other ________
(e.g., School Nurse, Music Therapist, ABA
Specialist, etc.)

Other ________
(e.g., School Nurse, Music Therapist, ABA
Specialist, etc.)

o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Does not come into classroom

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Does not come into classroom
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18. Related Service Providers or Designates: A certified individual or their designate who
provides services and/or supports based on the individual needs of the students in the classroom.
Please specify how many students receive service in each manner.
Speech Language Pathologist (SLP)
o Direct Therapy
o Consult/Indirect
o Pull-Out
o Group-general education peers
o Group-special education peers
o No students in your class receive these
services
Physical Therapist (PT)
o Direct Therapy
o Consult/Indirect
o Pull-Out
o Group-general education peers
o Group-special education peers
o No students in your class receive these
services
Occupational Therapist (OT)
o Direct Therapy
o Consult/Indirect
o Pull-Out
o Group-general education peers
o Group-special education peers
o No students in your class receive these
services
Other ________
o Direct Therapy
(e.g., School Nurse, Music Therapist, ABA
o Consult/Indirect
Specialist, etc.)
o Pull-Out
o Group-general education peers
o Group-special education peers
o No students in your class receive these
services
Other ________
o Direct Therapy
(e.g., School Nurse, Music Therapist, ABA
o Consult/Indirect
Specialist, etc.)
o Pull-Out
o Group-general education peers
o Group-special education peers
o No students in your class receive these
services

A nurse hired specifically to
meet the needs of an
individual student. This may
be a private duty nurse who
works for the family or a
nurse hired by the district.

Number Assigned:
(1-1 or individual student)

Do they also provide para
support?

Total Nurses ________

Yes______

No_____
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Teaching Approaches
20. In this section, you will indicate if you use the teaching approach daily, weekly, monthly,
irregularly, or never.
• Daily: The teacher uses the approach every day throughout the school year.
• Weekly: The teacher uses the approach regularly each week throughout the school year.
• Monthly: The teacher uses the approach one or two times a month.
• Irregularly: The teacher does not use the approach on a regular basis (i.e., less than one
time a month).
• Never: The teacher does not use that specific teaching approach.
Teaching Approaches
General Education Teacher
1. Co-teaching
o Daily
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
2. Student independent work
o Daily
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
3. Small group instruction
o Daily
(teacher selected, mixed ability)
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
4. Small group instruction
o Daily
(teacher selected, same ability)
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
5. Small group instruction
o Daily
(student selected)
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
6. Staff directed one-to-one instruction
o Daily
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
7. Whole group instruction
o Daily
o Weekly
o Monthly
o Irregularly
o Never
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8. Reverse inclusion
Peers without disabilities going into
a special education classroom.

o
o
o
o
o

Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Never

9. Dyad/Pairs
(teacher selected)

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Never
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Never
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Never
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Irregularly
Never

10. Dyad/Pairs
(student selected)

11. Pull-Out- Related Service

12. Pull-Out- Other
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APPENDIX F
LIST OF ACRONYMS
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Commonly Used Acronyms
IEP - Individual Education Plan
OTL - Opportunities to Learn
SSN - Significant Support Needs
UDL - Universal Design for Learning
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DATE:

July 30, 2019

TO:
FROM:

Lewis Jackson, Ed.D.
University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB

PROJECT TITLE:

[1298647-2] Factors Contributing to Academic, Social/Communication,
and Behavioral Outcomes for Elementary Students with the Most
Significant Cognitive Disabilities
Continuing Review/Progress Report

SUBMISSION TYPE:
ACTION:
D APPROVAL DATE:
2019
EXPIRATION DATE:
below* REVIEW TYPE:

APPROVE
July 30,
*see note in bold
Expedited Review

Thank you for your submission of Continuing Review/Progress Report materials for this project. The
University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB has APPROVED your submission. All research must be
conducted in accordance with this approved submission.
This submission has received Expedited Review based on applicable federal regulations.
Please remember that informed consent is a process beginning with a description of the project
and insurance of participant understanding. Informed consent must continue throughout the
project via a dialogue between the researcher and research participant. Federal regulations
require that each participant receives a copy of the consent document.
Please note that any revision to previously approved materials must be approved by this committee
prior to initiation. Please use the appropriate revision forms for this procedure.
All UNANTICIPATED PROBLEMS involving risks to subjects or others and SERIOUS and
UNEXPECTED adverse events must be reported promptly to this office.
All NON-COMPLIANCE issues or COMPLAINTS regarding this project must be reported promptly to this
office.
Under the recently revised Common Rule, this project will not require annual continuing review by the
committee. Your project has been assigned a "Next Report Due" date of February 10, 2022. Just prior to
that date, the IRB will check in with you to get a current status of your project. This will help us determine
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if your project needs to be extended or if your study is ready to be closed. If you have completed your
project prior to that date, please contact the Office of Research & Sponsored Programs to complete a
closing report. This date has been assigned to coincide with the ending date of the KU approval.

Please note that all research records must be retained for a minimum of three years after the
completion of the project.
If you have any questions, please contact Nicole Morse at 970-351-1910 or nicole.morse@unco.edu.
Please include your project title and reference number in all correspondence with this committee.
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Colorado (UNCO) IRB'

